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ABSTRACT

PARTICIPATING IN DISCIPLINARY DISCOURSE: HOW WRITING CENTERS SUPPORT
GRADUATE STUDENT WRITERS AS EMERGING EXPERTS
Jeff Gard, Ph.D.
Department of English
Northern Illinois University, 2017
Brad Peters, Director

As graduate school enrollments increase across the United States, professors from most
disciplines lament these students lack writing skills. Previous studies on graduate student writing
have stated that students are underprepared to write in their programs and have offered several
suggestions for remediating these skills: writing seminars, introductory writing classes, increased
faculty feedback, and writing checklists. Most of these studies are based on the perspectives of
professors, who act as gatekeepers to determine who is considered an expert in a field. Few
studies have addressed how writing centers can help graduate students as emerging experts.
Using surveys, document analysis, and case studies, the current study gathered data on
graduate students’ perspectives of their writing preparedness and confidence. In addition, the
study looked at how these students perceived the writing support they receive in their programs,
what types of documents they needed help writing, and why they used the services of a writing
center. Finally, case studies on three doctoral students revealed how a tutor helped graduate
students who used the writing center.
Contrary to previous studies, the current study found that graduate students do not view
themselves as underprepared to write at the graduate level. On surveys, they expressed a high
level of confidence in their writing skills. Regardless of this confidence, these students still

wanted to work with a tutor in the writing center. While some graduate students used the writing
center to fulfill a course requirement or a professor’s expectation, most found the writing center
helped offset the isolation they felt and provided a ready and eager audience for their ideas. In
addition, there is some evidence that the writing center helped graduate students rehearse their
roles as experts and participate in their disciplinary discourse at the passing, procedural, and deep
levels.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2016), just under 3 million
graduate students were enrolled in master’s and doctoral programs in the fall of 2014, the latest
year for which they have published data online. The Center estimates that there will be a 20%
increase in enrollment over the next 10 years (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016). In
rough numbers, this equates to a total of 3.5 million graduate students, or to put it in perspective,
more people than the population of Iowa. While these students come from diverse backgrounds,
faculty from many disciplines generally agree that they have one thing in common: they are not
prepared to write at the graduate level. In this dissertation, I will analyze the role a university
writing center plays in the socialization of graduate students as emerging experts within their
disciplines. This socialization primarily occurs through the act of writing.
Many studies have focused on writing shortcomings as they relate to international
students and English for academic purposes (EAP) classrooms, but this perceived lack of writing
ability has been applied to both native English speakers (NES) and non-native English speakers
(NNES). Discussing both populations, Caffarella and Barnett (2000) pointed out that many
faculty are shocked that graduate students are not proficient in writing. They explained, “What is
shocking to faculty is that many graduate students not only do not write like scholars, but they
also may not think like scholars” (p. 39). Citing previous research, Nelson, Range, and Ross
(2012) pointed out that “graduate students’ poor writing may well be a carryover of their
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undergraduate weakness” (p. 376), and “it is unlikely that students who finish their
undergraduate degrees and go on to graduate school increased their writing skill in the interim”
(p. 376). This perception of underprepared graduate writers seems to be consistent across most
disciplines.
Characterizing the writing of typical library and information science (LIS) graduate
students, Ondrusek (2012) shared what the typical LIS professor experienced: “She encounters a
recurring problem that hampers her ability to assess the learning of a number of students in the
course. Their papers are written so poorly that their comprehension of the material is difficult to
determine” (p. 176). Ondrusek goes on to describe how the topic plagues discussion boards in
the LIS community. While discussing student affairs graduate students, Sallee, Hallett, and
Tierney (2011) argued that graduate students are often unprepared to write in their programs
despite faculty expectations that they already have writing proficiency. The researchers attributed
this shortcoming to first-year composition courses where “the focus is on expressing ideas with
less attention to how they are delivered” (p. 66).
EAP researchers as well as faculty who specialize in working with graduate students have
responded to this lack of writing preparation by making distinctions between research and
writing skills, suggesting that graduate programs require a whole new level of writing, and
calling on more institutional support. In introducing a writing seminar she designed for
geography and anthropology graduate students, Delyser (2003) explained that while programs
prepare graduate students to research, “they are under-prepared in the skills and techniques that
will enable them to present their findings effectively, to communicate the insights of their
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research. No one has taught them how to write” (p. 169). Although Koncel and Carney (1992)
recognized that many social work graduate students had already acquired effective writing skills
before enrolling in the program, they believed the program presented “new writing challenges for
many”:
Students are sometimes daunted by the volume of writing they must produce in such a
short period of time. Perhaps more importantly, they must enter and master the discourse
world of psycho-social theory—a complex and unfamiliar world for many. (p. 4)
Finally, Lavelle and Bushrow (2007) indicated that educational psychology graduate students
faced a whole new level of writing challenges, which required “greater emphasis on depth and
breadth, demand for genre competence, and often expectation for publication, merely reporting
or ‘summarising’ are insufficient” (p. 809). While Mullen (2001) did not blame students for
lacking the correct writing skills, she pointed out that graduate institutions did not do enough to
prepare graduate students to publish. As a result, Mullen (2001) noted that “many graduate
students are left to their own devices, and without guidance, their writing activities seldom
exceed the academic requirements of degree programmes” (p. 120).
These researchers offered plenty of ways to support graduate students. However, it must
be pointed out that most of these observations come from those who have already become
experts in the field and not those who are looking to enter these discourse communities. As such,
it should be recognized that these researchers, who are often graduate-level professors, represent
an important gatekeeping function: they determine who is and who is not admitted into the
disciplinary community. Also, few of these researchers have recognized the role writing centers
might play in supporting the writing of graduate students. While some faculty might recommend
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students seek assistance at a writing center, not every university has a writing center. In addition,
existing writing centers primarily focus on undergraduate writing. The inclusion of a writing
center or the expansion of existing writing centers to include graduate students may alleviate this
perceived lack of writing preparation.
However, I would like to challenge the overarching assumption that most graduate
students are underprepared for writing by including a brief tangent into my own story as a
graduate student. As demonstrated by the act of writing this dissertation, I am included in the
community these researchers study. As someone with an undergraduate degree in writing and
extensive writing experience, I should have been prepared to write at the graduate level.
However, the first assessment of one of my papers revealed otherwise.
I vividly remember my first semester as a graduate student who returned to school
approximately 20 years after receiving my undergraduate degree. From a writing perspective,
those years were far from unproductive. I worked for a newspaper for a few years and spent the
rest of the time in the business world. I had extensive experience writing in different genres for
different audiences. In addition, I spent considerable time in leisure writing that resulted in three
terrible novels (unpublished), god-awful poetry (also unpublished), and short stories, which I
only shared with my wife because I could trust her not to laugh too much at my clumsy efforts.
Yet I can still feel the fear and restlessness I faced at writing my first graduate-level paper, a
two-page response to a movie we watched for a film adaptation class. I will never forget how I
felt like a complete failure as the professor pulled me aside after class one night and patiently
explained that I should not write a one-sentence paragraph, that I needed to be more clear and
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concise when making arguments, and that I had to narrow my focus when selecting my topic. In
fairness, she was absolutely correct, yet I cannot help but conclude that my failed attempt was
more a result of my failure to recognize the genre I was writing in than underdeveloped writing
skills. The one-sentence paragraph, in particular, was normal for newspapers where there were
narrow columns. The lack of focus reflected my uncertainty of what my audience required or
desired.
This personal story serves two purposes. First, it reinforces what Koncel and Carney
(1992), Mullen (2001), and Lavelle and Bushrow (2007) have argued about graduate writing
representing a new level or new discourse community rather than a shortcoming of the graduate
student. I find this distinction particularly useful because it frames the way we address graduate
writing and its role in attaining disciplinarity (Prior, 1998, p. 32). If we view writing as only a set
of prescriptive skills (i.e., grammar, punctuation, sentence variety, paragraph cohesion), then we
risk dismissing the content due to surface-level errors. Even professional writers require editors;
the difference is that they have relatively fewer surface-level errors. Yet nobody would question
their status as professionals once they have regularly published. Newcomers often do not receive
this benefit of doubt. However, if we view writing as a means of entering a new discourse
community, then as Mullen (2001, p. 118) argues, it is the obligation of the university to support
these students as they take on these new roles. This second viewpoint shifts the focus from
remediation to institutional support, which is the focus of this dissertation.
Second, my personal story serves as a reminder that graduate students have their own
perspectives of their writing, and it would be unfair to characterize their efforts without their
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input. While there is plenty of research that considers this viewpoint, the vast majority of
research seems to start with the assumption that graduate writers have faulty skills. Researchers
who view their subjects as faulty seemingly proceed with little awareness of their gatekeeping
roles as experts or little memory of what it took to get them there. If we are to study graduate
writers, then we ought to include their voices as much as possible.

Statement of the Problem

Given the fact that graduate programs continue to grow in the United States, the issues of
writing competence, expertise, and institutional support have become increasingly important to
degree completion and to expanding disciplinary knowledge. Research on graduate writing goes
back at least three decades to the 1980s (Bridgeman & Carlson, 1983; Canseco & Byrd, 1989;
Casanave & Hubbard, 1992; Cooper & Bikowski, 2007; Haas, 2009; Hale et al., 1995; Horowitz,
1986; Koncel & Carney, 1992; Lavelle & Bushrow, 2007; Mullen, 2001; Ondrusek, 2012; Petric,
2002; Torrance, Thomas, & Robinson, 1992, 1994), but much of this research is problematic and
incomplete. Numerous studies examine what graduate students write, how they write, and how
higher education can offer writing support. However, many of these studies are isolated in
specific disciplines and tend to view graduate writing as a problem to be solved, with writing
centers as a tangential support system. As stated above, these studies view students as
underprepared, a viewpoint that tends toward remediation rather than socialization into discourse
communities.
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What is potentially troublesome about remediation is that it isolates students from
discourse communities based on two problematic views of writing. The first view alienates
writing from disciplinary knowledge and treats language as merely a receptacle for thought.
Researchers who focus on the surface features of writing (grammar, punctuation, word choice,
and APA or MLA style) suggest solutions, such as checklists, that correct the language writers
use (Nelson et al., 2012, p. 378). Writers who cannot write clearly and correctly risk having their
arguments labeled as deficient despite the content. Yet linguistic and rhetoric scholars generally
acknowledge that knowledge is socially constructed through language (Bakhtin, 1986; Cooper &
Holzman, 1989; Foucault, 1972), and all writing has the potential to impact discourse, regardless
of surface-level flaws. The second view sees writers as underprepared because their arguments
and content lack the appropriate breadth or depth. However, the point of graduate school is to
assist students in obtaining a broader and deeper form of disciplinary knowledge. It should be
normal to view new graduate students as novices who wrestle with content as they accumulate
knowledge and expertise through successive coursework. The label “underprepared” suggests a
prerequisite level of writing or scholarship that remains invisible and ill-defined in the literature.
When students are labeled “underprepared,” writing support becomes remedial in nature
despite the best intentions of the researcher or institution. A focus on correcting surface-level
errors or helping graduate students obtain more sophistication in their arguments is not
necessarily a bad thing. All scholars need this type of development. The above views tend to
create a dichotomy between novice and expert, but there are many levels of expertise (Devitt,
2004; Prior, 1998; Swales, 1990) as individuals move within their discourse communities.
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Expertise does not suddenly arrive with the PhD, nor does it stop after graduation. So, the issue
is not one of preparedness, per se. It is only when preparation is used as a justification for
inclusion into a discourse community that it becomes problematic.
By referring to graduate students as “underprepared,” researchers might be conflating two
separate, but overlapping discourse communities. The first community exists within the
institution and pertains to academic discourse. Students are assessed based on the writing they
perform in the university, but not all these writings will be included in the act of meaning
making. Students may write a paper for a class or answer essay questions on a comprehensive
exam but never submit these writings to an academic journal. The writing remains unknown to
all but the student, professor, and perhaps a few others within the institution. Such writing is
necessary for determining that students meet all the requirements of the institution, and it is an
important step in attaining expertise, but it is an intermediary step. Thus, academic discourse
primarily serves the needs of the institution. Most of the studies on graduate writing genres have
focused only on academic discourse (Bridgeman & Carlson, 1983; Canseco & Byrd, 1989;
Casanave & Hubbard, 1992; Cooper & Bikowski, 2007).
The second discourse community is the discipline the student wishes to enter.
Disciplinary discourse exists within the university, but it flourishes as a meaning-making activity
at conferences and in academic journals and books. While academic writing mirrors this
discourse, it is more of an approximation (Bartholomae, 1985, pp.134-135) as students learn to
become experts.1 Again, only some of the writings produced in courses or seminars are actually

Bartholomae’s essay is aimed at undergraduate writers, but his concepts of writing with privilege and authority are
easily applied to graduate students, who still have not obtained full privilege or authority in their scholarship.
1
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shared with the larger academic community. Few studies have examined the types of writing
graduate students perform for publication. While this has been a focus for some researchers who
have studied peer support groups and seminars (Cuthbert & Spark, 2008; van der Meer, Spowart,
& Hart, 2013), there has been few studies on how writing centers may help graduate students
create meaning-making discourse.
Therefore, writing support should be viewed as a means of socializing graduate students
into both the academic and disciplinary discourse communities (Devitt, 1993, 2004; Miller,
1984, 1994; Prior, 1998; Swales, 1990). This perspective allows researchers to analyze how
graduate students become experts without being restricted by assumptions of preparation. By
shifting focus from preparation to socialization, researchers become aware of other barriers to
expertise. Several studies have described these barriers as isolation (Cuthbert & Spark, 2008;
Dong, 1998; Haas, 2011; van der Meer et al., 2013), writing anxiety (Bloom, 1981, p. 104;
Onwuegbuzie, 1997, p. 21), lack of confidence (Bloom, 1981, p. 104), and graduate students’
often overlapping roles as students, workers, parents, and spouses (Bloom, 1981, p. 109). Rather
than label graduate students as underprepared, these studies recognize that expertise is acquired
through social interaction and support systems, which are often voluntary rather than mandatory.
This socialization occurs as part of academic writing (for assessment) and disciplinary writing
(for knowledge creation).
Based on previous research, these support systems may include peer writing groups, more
writing in existing classes, introductory writing classes, checklists, writing seminars, more
feedback from professors, mentoring, and writing centers. Very few studies have considered the
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impact writing centers may have on graduate writing. As writing centers typically exist outside
of specific disciplines, they are the de facto location for writing across the curriculum (Harris,
1999) and, therefore, ideal locations for studying the socialization of emerging experts. However,
there is very little data on how often graduate students use writing centers or what specific
support these centers offer those writers. The few studies that have been written within the
writing center community offer mostly anecdotal evidence on the needs of graduate writers as
compared to undergraduate writers. Among these, Leverenz’s (2001) study stands out because it
offered empirical evidence for how writing centers support graduate writers as they grapple with
expertise in their field. Her study suggested that tutors do not offer disciplinary expertise, but
instead establish relationships with graduate writers that allow them to identify as experts in their
field.
While Leverenz’s (2001) study comes close to the nature of the current study, it considers
the role of disciplinary knowledge only briefly. Leverenz acknowledged the political nature of
attaining expertise within the university, but her study was focused more on the ways tutors
could help writers resist these conventions when they become intrusive to the writing process.
While Leverenz commented on tutors’ abilities to help graduate students understand and
incorporate the rhetorical conventions of their disciplines, she also stated, “For some graduate
students, their goals of becoming accomplished writers and bona fide knowledge makers in their
chosen fields can be inhibited by mandates to comply with existing discourse conventions” (p.
56). In her study, understanding disciplinary knowledge is secondary to providing graduate
students with a forum for practicing their roles (p. 58). Thus, tutor-student relationships are more
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important than disciplinary knowledge, per se, in Leverenz’s study. In addition, although her
study included the perspectives of graduate writers, her focus remained on the role of writing
center tutors. Finally, like many other studies on writing centers, Leverenz maintained the notion
of a writing center that is separate and distinct from the disciplines it supports. However, while
this viewpoint can be empowering, offering students a safe place to wrestle with expertise in
their writing, it can also be limiting in the way it treats writing centers as a marginal support
system within the larger institution.
A more productive approach may be to explore how writing centers function as integral
support systems within the university, fostering the socialization into academic and disciplinary
discourse. In particular, more research is needed into how writing centers support graduate
writers with occluded genres (Swales, 1996, p. 46), types of writing that support institutional or
publishing processes but are not part of the meaning-making activity. These genres, which
include proposals, article reviews, queries, emails to faculty, and personal statements, are
implicitly recognized by experts but remain hidden to novices. As suggested by a recent article
by Autry and Carter (2015), occluded genres may include parts of larger works, such as the
literature review and introductory sections of theses and dissertations. In other words, they are
tangential to academic and disciplinary writing; these genres are forms of communication that
enable processes rather than the written product. Students write in occluded genres to fulfill a
university requirement or to prove the merit of an idea for publication. Writers struggle to write
in these genres because they are unsure of what is expected of them and lack appropriate models.
Furthermore, occluded genres may change significantly from institution to institution or journal
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to journal. Because these forms of writing are part of the process of proving expertise in a
discipline, they often fall outside of the disciplines and are ill-defined. Writing centers may help
writers negotiate and navigate these texts in the absence of faculty and program support.
Little is known about how writers perceive their own abilities, whether they view
themselves as underprepared. Few studies have examined how graduate students perceive
writing expectations and support systems within their programs. Finally, there have been few
empirical studies on how and why graduate students seek the help of writing centers or how
writing centers may help them in their transition from novices to experts in academic and
disciplinary discourse. Thus, there remains several gaps in the existing research, which will be
addressed by the current study.

Statement of Purpose

The current study aims to offer a comprehensive picture of how writing centers support
graduate students through socialization into academic and disciplinary discourse. In order to
accomplish this, the study will first incorporate existing research of graduate writing genres to
determine which genres of writing graduate students currently bring to NIU’s University Writing
Center (UWC) and whether these texts represent occluded genres. The study will also gauge
graduate students’ perceptions of their writing preparedness and how well their programs,
faculty, and the UWC support their academic and disciplinary writing. Finally, using surveys,
direct observation, and case studies, the current study will analyze ways the UWC supports
graduate students in the socialization of academic and disciplinary discourse.
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Research Questions

My study attempts to answer the following questions:
RQ1: How do graduate students perceive their own abilities to write at the graduate
level?
RQ2: What are graduate students’ perceptions of the writing support offered by their
programs?
RQ3: What motivates graduate students to use the tutoring services at a writing center,
and what kinds of support do they desire?
RQ4: What genres of writing do graduate students bring to a writing center, and how do
these genres inform the types of support a writing center could offer?

Theoretical Framework

In order to examine how graduate students are socialized into their discourse
communities, this dissertation draws upon genre theory and discourse analysis. In particular, it
uses these theories to define what counts as genre and discourse, what levels of participation may
exist within these communities, and how novices become experts.
Both Miller (1984, 1994) and Swales (1990) offered definitions of genre and discourse
that depend upon its social context. Miller (1984) described genre as a social response to a
recurring situation (p. 151). In his examination of discourse communities, Swales (1990) argued
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that genres allow communities to achieve a common purpose (p. 24). Combining these two
theories offers several insights for how expertise can be studied within a social context. First,
because genres enable cultural transmission and work as cultural artifacts, they can be studied to
examine how genre constructs a culture or allows individuals within a culture to operate (Miller,
1994, p. 60). Second, because purpose is a defining feature of discourse communities (Swales,
1990), graduate students can be said to inhabit two communities: their graduate programs and the
discipline they wish to enter. As a group, graduate students share a common purpose: they wish
to become experts and to find jobs in their fields. Therefore, they share a common set of texts
and situations that allow them to accomplish this purpose, such as in-class writing, essay exams,
research papers, proposals, theses, and dissertations. As developing experts, they seek to advance
knowledge within their fields. This purpose links them with other experts in their disciplines and,
thus, with other genres. An understanding of genre and discourse creates a theoretical framework
that could explain what texts graduate students bring to the writing center and how tutoring may
facilitate in their ability to participate in these discourses.
Genre and discourse theories also explain that there are several levels of membership
when it comes to expertise. Other than a common purpose, Swales (1990) pointed out that
novices become experts by effectively using the established discourse within that community (p.
27). The ability to write proficiently within a discourse community is often viewed as a sign of
expertise (Devitt, 1993, 2004; Prior, 1998; Swales, 1990). Devitt (1993) argued that students fail
to write effectively in a genre when they are not familiar with the underlying situation that it
responds to (p. 583). Consequently, they can only understand a genre when they are acting from
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within that community (Devitt, 2004; Swales, 1990). Prior (1998, p. 100) explained that students
may engage in the disciplinary discourse in one of three levels: passing (final grades, course
requirements, diploma), procedural display (participation in lesson plans), or deep participation
(engaging in a community dialogue; meaning-making activities). However, these theorists do not
seem to account for writers who may exist at several levels at the same time. For example, a
graduate student may be enrolled in a class (passing level) but submit a paper to an academic
journal (deep participation). These hierarchies could provide a useful lens for examining the
level of participation and expertise that graduate writers exhibit in a tutoring session, especially
when they often bring more disciplinary knowledge to the session than their tutors (Leverenz,
2001, p. 52, 59).
While genre theory and discourse analysis point out the presence of hierarchies, they do
not describe how students move from novices to experts. However, both theories mention that
creating texts involves negotiation and mediation, and these may be the mechanisms by which
students become experts. Devitt (2004) viewed genre as a mediator between individual acts and
cultural contexts (p. 580). Since graduate students write individually within the context of the
university, their texts help mediate their participation within their programs. Prior (1998)
described the creation of texts as a mediated action through interactions with others (e.g. editors,
peers, faculty). In particular, he pointed out dissertations and theses represent negotiated texts
since students propose their own ideas but often bend to the desires or input of their advisors and
committees (p. 179). Since writing center tutors are viewed as peers or an audience, they may
help graduate writers mediate their roles as experts within their programs. Furthermore, the
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tutoring session itself may be an act of negotiation as writers may not fully understand what is
expected of them, especially as it pertains to occluded genres. Tutors may have seen these genres
in previous sessions and have their own opinions of what is required. Writers, armed with faculty
feedback and their own impressions of what they need to accomplish and how they must do it,
may negotiate occluded texts through their interactions with the tutor.

Significance of the Study

The current study will build upon research that views writing support as an integral
component to socialization in disciplines. It will examine whether graduate students see
themselves as underprepared, whether they desire writing support, and if they desire support,
what form it ought to take. This study adds to existing research by combining what is known
about graduate writing genres (Canseco & Byrd, 1989; Casanave & Hubbard, 1992; Cooper &
Bikowski, 2007; Hale et al., 1995; Horowitz, 1986) with what is known about how novices
become experts in discourse communities (Devitt, 1993, 2004; Prior, 1998; Swales, 1990, 1996).
It may contribute to writing center research, which has published few empirical studies on
graduate students. By examining how writing centers assist graduate writers in becoming full
participants / experts in their discourse communities, this study may inform future cooperation
between writing centers and different departments, which could lead to higher degree completion
rates and higher retention. In addition, it may raise awareness of how graduate writers view their
own preparedness and what support they seek within their programs, which could suggest
curriculum changes. In particular, the research may justify increased writing within graduate
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programs, particularly in the early stages, or it may warrant the creation of writing seminars that
could be facilitated by writing center tutors.

Definition of the Terms

For the sake of clarity and consistency, the following terms will be used throughout the
dissertation and are defined below:
•

ESL/NNES/NES: While the term English as a secondary language (ESL) is used
frequently in the relevant literature, this term suggests that many non-native English
speakers (NNES) only use two languages. Many of the graduate students in the
current study were international, and some could speak and write in several languages
other than English. The current study uses the term NNES for any student who is
international or is an American but living in a home where English is not the primary
language. All other students will be referred to as native English speakers (NES)
where appropriate and in contrast to the first term.

•

Graduate writing: Anything over two lines of written text (Hale et al., 1995, p. 7).

•

Graduate student: Anyone enrolled part time or full time in a master’s or doctorallevel program who is pursuing a degree. This does not include students-at-large who
may be registered for classes but are not currently accepted into a degree-granting
program.
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•

Occluded genres: Forms of writing that support institutional goals. Audience
expectations may be implied rather than explicit, and the writing may be available to
only a few people within academic institutions. These genres include query letters,
letters of recommendation, proposals, personal statements, emails to faculty, or any
form of writing that is “hidden” (Swales, 1996, p. 46) from public view.

Organization of the Dissertation

The dissertation is organized into the following chapters:
•

Chapter 2 (Review of the Literature): This chapter analyzes how socialization is a key
component of obtaining expertise in genre theory and discourse analysis and how
writing within disciplines is essential for communicating and demonstrating this
expertise. It examines available research on the types of writing graduate students
perform in their programs, whether they are prepared to write at the graduate level,
how they perceive their abilities to write, the various types of writing support that
have been proposed and adopted in various institutions, the effectiveness of these
support structures, and all relevant studies on how writing centers seek to assist
graduate students.

•

Chapter 3 (Methods): This includes a general description of the university as well as
the writing center where the study took place. In addition, the chapter outlines the
survey, case study, document analysis, and data coding procedures. Data collection,
participation, ethics approval, and methods of statistical analysis are covered.
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•

Chapter 4 (Writing Preparation and Confidence): This chapter describes both the
quantitative and qualitative data that answers RQ1 and RQ2. The purpose of this
chapter is to establish the environmental factors that determine how graduate students
perceive their writing preparation, what forms of support they seek, and how effective
they view those support systems.

•

Chapter 5 (Graduate Student Writers and the Writing Center): This chapter describes
quantitative and qualitative data as they relate to RQ3 and RQ4. In particular, the
chapter looks at the ways a writing center assists graduate students as emerging
experts in their fields.

•

Chapter 6 (Conclusion): This chapter describes the significance of the results and
offers best practice suggestions for writing center administrators. Furthermore, this
chapter explores the limitations of the study, recommendations for future practice,
and implications for future research.

CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

As the literature on graduate writing suggests, disciplinary expertise lies somewhere
between the activities of research, writing, collaborating, and interacting with other scholars in a
shared field for a common purpose. For many graduate students, the search for expertise begins
in a graduate program and ends with a job that validates the new status. This status is often
secured with a publication record. While researchers across most disciplines agree that expertise
is demonstrated through literate activity (c.f., participatory levels, Prior, 1998, pp. 101-103),
there are varying opinions on how higher education can support graduate students in this activity.
As mentioned in Chapter 1, many of these support programs operate under the assumption that
graduate students are underprepared for writing in their programs and offer various forms of
writing support as a solution. Faculty who assess graduate students may be expecting a certain
level of expertise or competency within the discipline, and underprepared students simply have
not demonstrated the appropriate level. On the other hand, graduate students may vehemently
reject this label and feel that they have been adequately prepared to tackle the rigors of literate
activity within their discipline. Therefore, the definition of “underprepared” may be, at best,
nebulous, or at the very least a matter of perspective. Since few studies have gauged graduate
students’ perceptions of their own writing abilities, the current study conducted a survey to
assess these attitudes. However, regardless of whether graduate students are underprepared,
writing-support programs continue to be popular among faculty, administrators, and students,
which suggests there is a need for these programs.
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This chapter examines existing literature to define what writing support is and what it
does, both in the context of graduate programs and the context of writing centers, which are
external to specific disciplines. To accomplish this, the chapter briefly offers a synthesis of genre
and discourse theories to explain how literate activity is the measure of expertise and how writers
participate at different levels within their disciplines. It uses this theoretical background to
discuss how studies on graduate student genres have been used to create specific writing-support
programs within the disciplines. The chapter then considers how these programs foster various
levels of participation in disciplinary activities and reviews relevant writing center studies to see
how this knowledge might also be applied in the writing center context.

Discourse Communities, the Role of Genre, and Participation

EAP, composition, linguistics, and rhetoric scholars have long viewed expertise as
existing within a social context. These scholars suggest that one can only be judged an expert by
others, and the mark of expertise only has meaning within an existing community. Thus, the
problem of being underprepared only has significance within a specific community, and the
designation of this label suggests a hierarchy between established members and newcomers. The
proof of this distinction is often found in how discourse community members use genre.
Therefore, writing support could be seen as helping graduate students use genre effectively to
carry out scholarly activities within their disciplines.
Swales (1990), Miller (1984, 1994), Devitt (1993, 2004), Cooper (1989), and Prior
(1998) have recognized the importance of genre to these communities. Although they disagree
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on the exact nature of genre and the roles of participants in the community, they agree that genre
is a vehicle for enacting action. Genre could encompass speech and writing, but given its
longevity and historical record, writing is probably a more accurate assessment of expertise.
Thus, universities grant doctoral degrees after the completion of written exams and dissertations.
While many universities still require an oral defense along with the dissertation, it is the written
record of this defense that serves as proof that the student has met the requirements of the
doctoral program. The scholarly community acknowledges expertise through publications and
papers presented at conferences. Again, conferences have a verbal component because many
scholars are expected to read their papers, but these papers are accepted based on the submission
of written abstracts. Long after the conference has ended, publications of conference proceedings
or the publication of a scholarly essay record this activity. Therefore, writing remains the focus
of scholarly expertise. This section will discuss definitions of a scholarly community, the role
that genre plays, how graduate students enact their roles as emerging experts through literate
activity, and how writing-support systems help students use genres appropriately within their
disciplines.

Discourse Communities

Although the role and justification of discourse communities has been disputed, they are
relatively well defined. Cooper (1989) criticized defining communities based on their discourse
because of the tendency to view the categories through a structuralist framework. Cooper (1989)
argued that communities that view discourse as pre-existing and external to the community are
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exclusionary, particularly for students who must change their perspective or adjust in such a way
that labels them as neophytes if they wish to join. She stated:
When it is thought of in this way, features such as shared values, conventions of
language, and norms of behavior, which I think of as continually in flux, determined in an
ongoing way by people who are in the discourse community, instead become static
standards that are used to determine who is and who is not a member of the community.
(p. 204)
While this is a valid criticism of the origin of the community’s discourse, it does not deny that
discourse is a central feature for defining a community. It simply calls into question how that
discourse is used within the group context. This distinction is important because Swales’s (1990)
definition of discourse communities is arguably the best standard for discussing groups,
particularly scholarly communities.
Swales (1990) argued that discourse communities have common goals, communication
mechanisms, participatory mechanisms, shared genres, shared vocabulary, and membership
levels (pp. 250-256). However, the most important characteristic was the common goal, which is
enacted through genres: “It is the communicative purpose that drives the language activities of
the discourse community; it is the communicative purpose that is the prototypical criterion for
genre identity, and it is the communicative purpose that operates as the primary determinant of
task” (p. 10, emphasis in original). Miller (1984) also viewed action and purpose as central
activities to genre (p. 151) and, by extension, to discourse communities: “Genre serves as keys to
understanding how to participate in the actions of a community” (p. 165). Devitt (2004) further
explained that genre only works when two or more people understand it (p. 33), which also
highlights its social component. In other words, groups exist through a common purpose and
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they often enact that purpose through specific genres. Therefore, effective writing-support
programs must consider the role of genre while helping students participate in disciplinary
communities.

Genre as Disciplinary Activity

Miller (1984) argued that responses to rhetorical situations were historically framed by
genre and that genre should be defined by “the action it is used to accomplish” (p. 151). Genre is,
in essence, a cultural transmission. If a category does not have a social component or exist
socially, it cannot be a genre (Miller, 1984, p. 151). Miller (1984) described genre as something
that constrains or permits actions and encompasses patterns and forms but, ultimately, is more
than form and substance. By learning genre, “we learn, more importantly, what ends we may
have . . . we learn to understand better the situations in which we find ourselves and the
potentials for failure and success in acting together” (p. 165). Finally, learning a genre has
implications for students because “genre serves as keys to understanding how to participate in
the actions of a community” (p. 165).
Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) acknowledged that genre “embraces both form and
content, including a sense of what content is appropriate to a particular purpose in a particular
situation at a particular point in time” (p. 4). Forms and structures inform genre analysis and
instruction, which is important because understanding genre is central to writing support. In
other words, “underprepared” students are simply ones who do not fully grasp the form,
structure, and purpose of the genres used by their disciplinary communities. They may not fully
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understand what counts as evidence for their community or how their audience prefers to see
arguments structured and organized. They may not even have a clear understanding of that target
audience yet. The goal of writing support, then, is to help students understand their discipline’s
preferred genres and then wield these genres effectively and dynamically as they attain higher
levels of participation within that community.
Devitt (2004) explained how genre works dynamically when she asserted that it is “not
independent of people, though the actions of some individuals may influence the actions of other
individuals” (p. 50), and “genres function for groups” (p. 53). In other words, genre is intricately
woven into the social actions of individuals who work collectively to realize the purpose of a
shared group (pp. 50, 53). Swales (1990) described this aspect more clearly when he stated,
“Genres are communicative vehicles for the achievement of goals” (p. 46). While groups do not
vote on which genres are appropriate, there is an awareness of which genres are acceptable and
which ones are not. For example, the editors of a scholarly journal determine whether a
publication fits their standards. Swales (1990) pointed out that the experts in a discourse
community are often the ones who see a recurring pattern and identify it as a genre, and they
often have the ability to name these genres (p. 54). Naming a genre suggests a hierarchy between
members of a discourse community, but this does not negate a graduate student’s role with that
community. Understanding how these genres work allows graduate students to participate and
influence the activities of their discourse community.
In order to understand how genre acts dynamically within a group, Cooper’s (1989)
ecological model of writing is helpful. Although Cooper primarily focused on first-year
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composition courses, her model affirmed that writing is a social activity where “a person is
continually engaged with a variety of socially constituted systems” (p. 6). Cooper then explained
that “an ecology of writing encompasses much more than the individual writer and her
immediate context . . . all the characteristics of any individual writer or piece of writing both
determine and are determined by the characteristics of all the other writers and writings in the
systems” (pp. 6-7). These systems include ideas, purposes, interpersonal interactions, cultural
norms, and textual forms (genres). In other words, genres never function in isolation. They are
part of larger writing systems that are constantly changing and evolving. When writers write,
they are unconsciously reacting to historical and cultural influences from inside and outside the
community. Therefore, it is no coincidence that almost all forms of writing support have a social
component, and this social structure either mimics the larger community, as with peer support
groups, or contains a recognized member of the discourse community, as with faculty-led
seminars and workshops. However, it is unclear how writing centers operate within this social
structure as the tutors may neither be disciplinary peers nor established members of the same
discourse community as the graduate student.
Regardless of writing-support structure, participation in genre is also a key component of
disciplinary activity. Drawing upon Bakhtin’s theory of the utterance as the basic unit of
discourse, Prior (1998) argued that discourse and, by extension, disciplinarity, are socially
mediated activities. Since meaning is influenced by the historic uses of words and utterances,
discourse is unfixed and changing as individuals interact within groups (p. 25). Disciplinarity is
the process by which a discourse is formed through multiple actions and a plurality of meanings
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(p. 31). In order to analyze group members’ roles within a discipline, Prior (1998) focused on
their participation, and he defined genre as a dynamic and historically situated activity:
The production, reception, and distribution of textual and other artifacts are central to
such activity. Genres and spheres of activity are, thus, not products of long, slow turns of
individuals, but of long histories of socially distributed and mediated activity, visited and
revisited by multiple participants over time. (p. 154)
Both genres and discourse communities are susceptible to internal and external social forces that
change them over long periods of time. Similarly, membership levels are not static roles within a
hierarchy, but they are also characterized by change. Prior’s (1998) discussion of participation
levels explains how novices are inducted into a discourse community, not as passive recipients of
knowledge, but as active members. These multiple levels of participation also suggest multiple
levels of writing support may be needed.

Participation Levels

Based on his study of graduate students, Prior (1998) identified three levels of
participation in the transition from novice to expert: passing, procedural, and deep participation.
Prior clarified that “these three modes of participation involve ascending levels of access to and
engagement in disciplinary activity” (p. 100). Although he proposed these three levels as more of
a heuristic than comprehensive taxonomy, Prior called these modes “important patterns of
participation in school-based disciplinary enculturation” (p. 101). The passing mode is primarily
focused on assessment and “programmatic requirements” (p. 101). Procedural display involves a
student’s collective and individual participation in courses and writing. In other words, a student
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cooperates with the teacher in the classroom when it comes to lessons and, to a certain extent,
cooperates with the discipline by using its genre-specific tools (pp. 102-103). Prior defined deep
participation as “taking up some mature role in a community of practice” and assuming
“privileged roles in a community” (p. 103). If the goal of writing-support programs is to prepare
graduate students to write as experts within their fields, then these programs should incorporate
all three levels of participation. Therefore, writing-support programs should help students meet
program requirements, negotiate their roles within the classroom as they adopt disciplinary tools
and genres, and engage in meaning-making activities within the larger scholarly discourse
community.
Writing-support programs may also create a safe zone for graduate students to practice
disciplinary roles, as discourse communities may resist newcomers. Cooper (1989) argued that
discourse communities create privileged roles for insiders and outsiders as a way of “regulating
who has access to its resources, power, even to discourse itself, and it creates gatekeepers to
make sure that the right people get in and all others are excluded” (p. 205). However, as Cooper
(1989) has pointed out, newcomers may sometimes have better credentials than those within the
community or at least have something useful to offer. In particular:
New PhD’s and new employees are typically much better read and more knowledgeable
about recent scholarship and findings than longer-term members of academic disciplines
or professions . . . . New members of groups, in fact, often are a dominant influence in
reformulating the values, goals, participatory mechanisms, discoursal expectations, and
language of a group and in bringing new knowledge and expertise to the group. (p. 216)
This new knowledge is formed through literate activity within graduate courses and writingsupport programs where students have the opportunity to rehearse their roles as experts
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(Leverenz, 2001, p. 58) before sharing their knowledge with the discourse community and
moving into deeper levels of participation.
By the time a student reaches a graduate program, he or she should be an insider within
the discourse community at the passing level of participation because the first gatekeeping
function is the admission process. When faculty claim that students are “underprepared,” their
comments imply that these students are not, in fact, at this level. These students must often enroll
in writing-support programs that are remedial in nature.
However, graduate students may also need additional support to negotiate their roles
within the discourse community. As novices engage in literate activity, they do not simply accept
disciplinary discourse, but they act upon it through their participation. Prior (1998) defined
literate activity as situated, mediated, and dispersed. Writing is a historical event where “writers
and readers are inescapably situated in particular places and in the moment-to-moment flow of
lived time” (p. 138), and it does not happen in isolation, but there are multiple forces that “weave
together people, practices, artifacts, and institutions” (p. 138). Prior (1998) further clarified that
literate activity “is not located in acts of reading and writing, but as cultural forms of life
saturated with textuality, that is strongly motivated and mediated by texts” (p. 138). In other
words, “communication is learning is socialization is social formation” (Prior, 1998, p. 139). The
act of becoming an expert within a discourse community is intertwined with participation,
particularly through reading and writing. Graduate students are socialized into a discipline
through increasing levels of participation as they enact and eventually shape the goals of the
community.
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Therefore, writing-support programs should have several goals, depending upon the
participation level. For newcomers to a discourse community, writing support helps students gain
proficiency with the genres used for assessment. As these students learn the form and structure of
these genres, they also learn ways to use the genres dynamically within the discourse
community. Writers try out the disciplinary tools on their peers, instructors, or other interested
readers. Eventually, they use these genres as part of the knowledge-making process through
attending conferences and writing articles for publication, both during their graduate programs
and beyond. Because genre is a central feature of literate activity within discourse communities,
several EAP scholars have researched which genres are used at the graduate level to design more
effective writing programs.

Graduate Program Genres

EAP scholars created most studies on which genres graduate students use to determine
what writing skills NNES students need to be successful in their programs. By identifying these
genres, EAP researchers were looking for ways to help international students obtain sufficient
writing skills to participate at the passing level in their fields. However, research on graduate
student genres could also be used to indicate how writing-support programs can move students
into deeper levels of participation. For example, a research paper written for class (passing level)
could also be used for a conference or submitted to a research journal (deep level). Since these
studies analyze genres as a means to create effective writing-support programs for graduate
students, the current study used the same methodology to determine what types of genres writing
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centers should expect and how this expectation could inform tutor training and potential
seminars for graduate students. The following section examines specific studies in more detail to
reveal common genres in graduate programs and how these genres inform writing support.

Studies on Graduate Student Genres

Studies on graduate student genres often build upon methodologies and findings of
previous studies. Although each successive study has found a slightly different mix of genres
(Table 1), their definitions are less important than each study’s conclusion about what these
genres suggest about the writing skills graduate students must have. This section provides a brief
overview of each study in chronological order.
Canseco and Byrd (1989) examined 55 syllabi from 48 courses at Georgia State
University (GSU). Like Bridgeman and Carlson (1983), Canseco and Byrd were primarily
concerned with determining the types of writing skills required by ESL students. Canseco and
Byrd (1989) focused exclusively on business graduate student writing, and they believed that the
writing prompts contained within the syllabi offered the most objective view of the type of
writing expected by teachers. They identified seven types of writing: “examinations, problems
and assignments, projects, papers, case studies, reports, and a group of miscellaneous writing
assignments” (p. 308). The syllabi in their study required two writing tasks on average, and
examinations were the most common task. Their data suggested that business graduate students
needed to learn how to write non-personal prose that described quantitative data.
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Table 1: Comparison of Graduate Student Genres by Study

Bridgeman and
Carlson (1983)

Canseco and
Byrd (1989)

Casanave and
Hubbard (1992)

1. Lab report /
experiment
2. Brief summary of
article
3. Brief research
papers
4. Long research
papers
5. Creative writing
6. Expository /
Critical writing
7. Exams with
essay
8. Group Writing
9. Case Studies

1. Exams
2. Problems and
assignments
3. Projects
4. Miscellaneous
5. Case studies
6. Papers
7. Reports

1. Problem solving/
analytical
2. Critical summaries
3. Long research
papers
4. Lab reports /
Literature reviews
5. Brief research
papers
6. Other
7. Noncritical
summaries
8. Case studies
9. Group writing

Hale et al. (1995)

Cooper and
Bikowski (2007)

1. Essay
2. Short tasks
3. Library research
paper
4. Report of
experiment /
observation (w/
interpretation)
5. Summary
6. Unstructured
writing
7. Plan/Proposal
8. Book review
9. Report of
experiment /
observation (w/o
interpretation)
10.Documented
computer program
11.Case study

1. Library research
paper
2. Article/book
review
3. Report on
experiment/
project
4. Plan/Proposal
5. Case study
6. Summary/
Abstract
7. Essay
8. Journal article
9. Unstructured
writing
10. Annotated
bibliography
11. Miscellaneous
12. Exams1
13. Short tasks1

1

Cooper and Bikowski (2007) initially included both exams and short tasks as categories for classifying
the assignments they analyzed. However, they discarded both categories in their final analysis due to a
lack of data.

Casanave and Hubbard (1992) analyzed the differences in writing genres between the
humanities and social sciences (HHS) and science and technology (ST), but they relied on the
survey and questionnaire approach employed by Bridgeman and Carlson (1983). Casanave and
Hubbard (1992) collected 85 surveys from faculty at Stanford University in the spring of 1987,
and they focused on the types of writing performed, the relative importance of writing as
students advance through their doctoral programs, and faculty perceptions of native and ESL
graduate writers. While brief research papers were the most common assignment, Casanave and
Hubbard’s most important finding was that HHS and ST writing genres had different emphases.
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They explained that HHS student writing was grounded “in a world of texts, where reading
existing texts and writing one’s own text cannot be easily separated” (p. 43), while ST student
writing emphasized “the activity-based ‘real-world’ skills of describing a procedure, defining an
object or idea, and planning a solution or action” (p. 43).
Using a combination of the previous researchers’ methods, Hale et al. (1995) found that
courses that required quantitative data (e.g., science and engineering) required shorter writing
tasks than courses that required qualitative data (e.g., humanities). Unlike previous researchers,
Hale et al. also discovered that approximately 25% of undergraduate and graduate teachers did
not assign any writing (p. 17). Like Casanave and Hubbard (1992), Hale et al. noted a difference
between writing for the physical and social sciences. They explained:
Outside of short tasks and essays, Library Research Paper was the one genre for which a
significant difference between discipline groups was found: at the graduate level this type
of writing assignment was found in more courses in the physical/mathematical sciences
and engineering group (58%) than in the social sciences group (26%). (p. 29)
However, this observation is somewhat misleading and reveals a possible problem with the way
Hale et al. (1995) defined the categories and tabulated the data. On the surface, it suggests that
physical science students are more likely to write papers than social science students, but this is
probably not true. Hale et al. (1995) defined essays as having “a statement (stated or implied)
and development of a proposition or point of view in a discursive format” (p. 11). Library
research papers were similar to essays, but they also “called for . . . bibliographic sources to
provide raw material for the piece” (Hale et al., 1995, p. 11). In other words, the only distinction
between the two genres was the use of sources. Social science courses were far more likely to
use the reports with interpretation (31%) than physical science courses (8%). When all three
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genres are considered (i.e., essays, library research papers, reports with interpretation), it is more
likely that social science students wrote more papers than physical science students. Regardless
of methodology, both the findings by Hale et al (1995) and Casanave and Hubbard (1992)
suggest science and humanities students may have different writing support needs at the graduate
level.
These writing differences are further supported by Cooper and Bikowski (2007), who
conducted the only longitudinal study of graduate writing genres. The researchers collected 200
syllabi from 20 graduate departments at Ohio State University over a period of five years. Since
the goal of this study was to determine how EAP curriculum should be designed for a large
university, Cooper and Bikowski focused mainly on STEM classes, which have a higher
enrollment of international students than humanities classes. Since EAP classes are often taught
by faculty in the humanities, the researchers were worried that international students were not
learning the proper writing skills for STEM disciplines. Following the methodologies of previous
researchers, Cooper and Bikowski (2007) split the disciplines into two groups: social sciences,
humanities, and art classes (SS/H/A) and science, math, and engineering (S/M/E). They found
that
over half of the classes (53%) in [the S/M/E] group did not assign any writing. The
majority of these classes, as anticipated, were in the engineering departments. On the
other hand, only 12% of classes in the SS/H/A group did not assign writing. While this
says nothing about the length and difficulty of writing assignments, it does suggest that
writing assignments in general are not required as often in the science, math, and
engineering fields, at least at the graduate level. (pp. 215-216)
As the researchers expected, the SS/H/A group performed more writing than the S/M/E group in
all writing genres except the research report, but the “the largest difference was found in the
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assignment of library research papers. While both discipline groups assigned this task, they were
far more common in the social sciences, humanities, and arts. Article/book reviews were also
quite common in this group” (p. 215). Cooper and Bikowski’s (2007) conclusion on the library
research paper genre is different than what Hale et al. (1995) noted in an earlier study, but this
difference can be accounted for by subtle differences in how the genres were defined and how
samples were collected.
Cooper and Bikowski (2007) argued that EAP students should be sorted into different
classes based on their disciplines, but they acknowledged some difficulty in creating EAP classes
for all disciplines. By necessity, some graduate students would be placed into sections that only
marginally addressed the writing performed in their disciplines. While they acknowledged
Spack’s call for “qualified professionals” (as cited in Cooper & Bikowksi, 2007, p. 218), they
did not reach a conclusion on whether an instructor from the humanities would help or hinder
graduate students from science disciplines. In other words, they offered no definition for what
counted as a “qualified professional.” This oversight is significant as many writing-support
programs, writing centers included, rely on instructors from the humanities.
Instead, the researchers were more concerned about whether the skills in any EAP class
would match the writing students would eventually perform on their theses and dissertations
(Cooper & Bikowksi, 2007, pp. 219-220), which are genres that are often overlooked in these
studies. By volume, theses and dissertations occur only once per student per program, but these
writing tasks represent the largest investment of a graduate student’s time. The omission of
theses and dissertations from these lists of genres is not surprising as EAP researchers are often
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looking for ways to improve EAP classes, which are typically offered at the beginning of a
graduate program. However, if writing-support programs are to help graduate students through
all levels of participation in disciplinary discourse, then theses and dissertations will probably be
of great significance to how these programs are designed and implemented.
Taken as a whole, these studies demonstrate that a focus on discipline-specific literate
activity is a key aspect of writing support. Unfortunately, these studies also focus almost
exclusively on the passing level of participation because EAP researchers are mostly concerned
on improving international students’ writing so that they can meet assessment goals. Yet these
studies could inform writing-support programs for native English speakers as well. Writing
centers could similarly classify the genres graduate students bring to tutoring sessions to
determine best practices for writing support. Unfortunately, there have not been any such studies,
which is important because writing centers potentially see a wider variety of genres than a single
graduate program or a group of graduate programs. In fact, a study of genres brought to the
writing center could offer a more accurate picture of what types of writing require additional
support at the graduate level. In addition, writing centers may see occluded genres from a variety
of departments.

Occluded Genres

Swales (1996) defined occluded genres as “genres that operate to support and validate the
manufacture of knowledge, directly as part of the publishing process itself, or indirectly by
underpinning the academic administrative processes of hiring, promotion and departmental
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review” (p. 46). Swales listed application letters, submission letters, research proposals, article
reviews, and evaluation letters as examples of occluded genres. These texts are typically written
for smaller audiences, and audience expectations may change from institution to institution. The
genres are “hidden” in the sense that there may not be many models available to students. As
occluded genres do not directly relate to the meaning-making activity of a discourse community,
they cannot be used for deep participation. However, successfully using occluded genres may
allow students to operate at either the passing or procedural level.
Recognizing this shortcoming, some genre researchers have conducted studies on specific
occluded genres to determine what students need to know about them. For example, Ding (2007)
studied 30 online examples of personal statements to medical and dental schools. Twenty of
these were models of successful letters from potential graduate programs and companies that
specialized in writing personal statements. The other 10 examples were unedited manuscripts
from potential applicants. Ding (2007) found that although the personal statements were similar
in structure to a cover letter for a job application, they had a different rhetorical strategy. Job
application cover letters were more informative about relevant skills while personal statements
needed to be descriptive and persuasive about the writer’s scholarly potential. Ding (2007) noted
that “The personal statement, as one occluded genre, may present extra barriers for writers when
they have to cross cultural, disciplinary, and linguistic boundaries” (p. 387). Personal statements
are important for graduate students who are looking to switch disciplines or for master’s level
students who are applying to doctoral programs at other universities. As many writing-support
programs focus on improving writing used for assessment within a specific graduate program,
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they may not focus on ways to help students to transition to the next phase of their education.
Thus, advice on how to write personal statements should be a form of writing support at the
graduate level.
Autry and Carter (2015) have expanded the definition of occluded genres to include
social situations graduate students may encounter while working on their theses and
dissertations. Autry and Carter (2015) explained that although students are familiar with
dissertations, they must negotiate them with a committee, which gives these texts “distinct
qualities while still fitting with the typified rhetorical situation of a dissertation” (p. 3).
Furthermore, graduate students struggled with writing communications that surrounded theses
and dissertations because they did not recognize recurring social encounters that occur “as
students seek to constitute their committees, yet they are rarely addressed explicitly in terms of
their various exigencies, audiences, and purposes” (p. 6). How students interact with their
committees could be essential to their success in their programs. For example, graduate students
must often communicate via email to ask questions about their thesis or dissertation proposals,
persuade faculty members to join committees, or inform an advisor of their progress.
Although occluded genres may comprise a small part of the overall writing performed in
graduate school, these genres may occur at critical junctions in the literate activities of emerging
experts. Furthermore, these genres may be very important to discussions on writing support since
formal courses, graduate handbooks, and department administrators may provide little guidance.
Thus, some form of writing support should be available to explain these genres to aid graduate
students in their literate activity within a discourse community. The next section will examine
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the types of writing support offered within graduate programs and the level of participation they
encourage.

Program-Specific Writing Support

Most research on writing support for graduate students treats the support as a supplement
to faculty feedback, which may be a key difference between these forms of writing support and
the support offered by writing centers. While faculty maintain a presence in many of the support
systems described in this section, not all systems require that presence. Although there is some
overlap in the purpose of these support systems, they generally help graduate students write at a
passing, procedural, or deep participation level (Prior, 1998, p. 100). The level of participation is
often determined by whoever organizes the support, which typically reflects institutional goals
rather than those of the students. Thus, the following subsections discuss program-specific
writing support as a basis for comparison with writing center support: increased faculty
feedback; writing checklists; facilitated writing seminars, workshops, and peer groups.

Increased Faculty Feedback

Faculty feedback is probably the most common form of writing support graduate students
receive. As demonstrated by the studies on graduate student writing genres, students from all
disciplines are likely to write at least two lines of text in response to some prompt (Cooper &
Bikowski, 2007, p. 212; Hale et al., 1995, p. 7; Horowitz, 1986, p. 448). As part of assessment,
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all students are likely to receive feedback at some point in their graduate programs. However,
this feedback must be meaningful or students may not view it as helpful to their ongoing
progress toward expertise. Eyres, Hatch, Turner, and West (2001) interviewed 15 doctoral
students in a nursing program to determine how they viewed written feedback from their
professors. Overall, the students mentioned that they wanted professors to help them develop as
scholars, to respect their ideas, and to offer meaningful advice that would help them improve
their writing. Eyres et al. (2001) concluded that nursing graduate students “aren’t asking for
editing; they are asking for socialization into the scholarly community” (p. 155).
To increase faculty feedback, Sallee et al. (2011) argued that more writing instruction
was needed in classes so that graduate students could manage the amount of research and writing
they had to perform, support peers through feedback, focus on all areas of writing, and learn that
writing is a process (pp. 68-69). However, Nelson et al. (2012) pointed out that this may be
impractical for faculty. They explained, “This faculty review approach has the strength of
providing high-level feedback, but the limitation of requiring extensive faculty time and effort”
(p. 377). In other words, faculty feedback will likely remain an incomplete support system for
graduate writers due to the faculty’s busy schedules and personal research demands.
Some researchers have suggested creating a separate writing course that introduces
academic writing early in the graduate program (Garbus, 2005, p. 175; Rose & McClafferty,
2001, p. 31; Sallee et al., 2011, p. 71). Sallee et al. (2011) created a qualitative methods course
that incorporated writing as a key element (p. 67). The success of this class depended on the
professor’s commitment to it and its placement early in the students’ programs (p. 71). Yet the
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researchers were quick to note that it is often impractical to offer a separate writing course, as
this extra course tends to lengthen the time required to earn a degree (p. 67). In addition, Rose
and McClafferty (2001) argued that a separate writing curriculum suggests remediation and is
often aimed at international students (p. 27).
Caffarella and Barnett (2000) created a 10-week, multidisciplinary writing seminar at
UCLA where multiple faculty members commented on the same paper (p. 41). They designed
the scholarly writing project (SWP) to help students investigate research interests, critique one
another’s work, and write with feedback from colleagues and professors (p. 41). Caffarella and
Barnett found that while critique was the most crucial component of the SWP, it was
accompanied with high levels of emotion, which tended to be unproductive. In addition, “a few
students also were extremely frustrated with the problem of dealing with conflicting feedback
from different professors” (p. 48). This frustration is important because students may experience
conflicting feedback from thesis and dissertation committees or multiple reviewers from
scholarly journals.
As representative experts in the discipline, faculty may offer the optimal form of support
through their feedback. Faculty can help students meet program requirements, adapt the
necessary discourse tools, and contribute to the knowledge-making activities of the discourse
community. Unfortunately, their expertise requires a rigorous academic pursuit. Faculty have
their own deadlines to meet and the own research agendas to advance. Therefore, due to time
constraints, faculty feedback cannot meet all demands for writing support.
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Checklists

In the absence of peer or faculty feedback, graduate writers may find at least one way to
support their own writing needs: a checklist. Asserting a need for better graduate writing, Nelson
et al., (2012) considered multiple avenues for improving writing, including peer review groups,
more instructor feedback, and a separate class for writing instruction (p. 377). In the end, they
opted for checklists as a compromise for faculty time constraints. Ideally, professors would sit
down and discuss the checklist with graduate students before expecting them to catch their own
writing errors and shortcomings (p. 379).
To their credit, Nelson and colleagues’ (2012) proposed checklist does more than just
eliminate mechanical errors. There are categories for evaluating whether a hypothesis is
supported and for assessing the overall organization of the paper (p. 379). However, for it to be
effective, students would have to interpret the categories the same way as their professors. This
would require them to adjust their interpretations to accommodate the assessment nuances of
each professor, which seems unlikely if they struggle with identifying audiences and appropriate
rhetorical strategies in the first place.
Yet Nelson et al. (2012) were quick to point out that the checklist was the most practical
approach, not necessarily the best one. They acknowledged that the purpose of the checklist was
“to supplement rather than replace oral and written feedback” (p. 379). As with proposals for
incorporating more writing and feedback within existing courses, this checklist seems to
encourage the passing level of participation. If faculty and students must first discuss the
interpretation of these categories, it is possible that checklists could also encourage a procedural
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level of participation, but this is unlikely. If faculty are too busy to offer more feedback, it is
likely they will be too busy to explain the checklist in one-on-one conferences with students.

Facilitated Writing Seminars, Workshops, and Groups

Although writing seminars, workshops, and groups seem like separate forms of support,
they share a common set of characteristics. Most of these are facilitated by an expert, either a
faculty member within the discipline or a writing expert. They are typically short term, lasting
either a semester or two. Finally, they tend to include the same general content: discussion of
writing/research methods, peer review, and revision. Although some of these may be offered for
college credit, they tend to be elective rather than required.
Most of these groups are for graduate students working on a thesis or dissertation, but
studies have documented groups with a more general focus. UCLA held a 10-week graduate
seminar on “issues of mechanics, grammar, and organization, to style and audience, to evidence
and argument, to research design, to broad issues of conceptualization, to the very place of one’s
work and one’s scholarly identity in a field” (Rose & McClafferty, 2001, p. 28). Cuthbert and
Spark (2008) described a graduate writers’ group that focused on publication for students in the
arts at an Australian university. Twenty-seven participants were divided into four groups that met
once a month for a few hours over the course of a semester and learned how to publish while in
graduate school and foster writing habits that would persist when they became professors (p. 9).
Because these types of writing groups have a general focus, they may be more likely to
accommodate students from several disciplines in the same group.
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In contrast, thesis and dissertation groups are more likely to focus on either a single
discipline or overlapping disciplines. Delyser (2003) designed a writing seminar for 13 graduate
geography and anthropology students who followed writing prompts, discussed writing theory,
shared one chapter of a thesis or dissertation they were working on, and received peer feedback
(pp. 174-175). According to Lassig et al. (2009), six education doctoral students at an Australian
university formed a research writing group around a shared faculty advisor with the aim of
becoming more proficient researchers and writers within their discipline. Similarly, Larcombe,
McCosker, and O'Loughlin (2007) described a thesis writing circle for students enrolled in an
education doctoral program at the University of Melbourne in 2005. Several groups met for two
hours every week over eight weeks with an average of seven to nine students per group per
meeting (p. 57). Haas (2011) described a writer’s development group she facilitated for six
international students enrolled in a TESOL master’s program at a UK university during two
semesters in 2007 and 2008 (p. 88).
Some thesis and dissertation groups cover a broader range of disciplines. Ferguson
(2009) described a thesis writing group for 10 social science graduates at the University of
Sheffield that met every two weeks over the course of the semester (p. 288). North Carolina State
University has a program called Thesis and Dissertation Support Services that works with
graduate students from multiple disciplines as they prepare and write their theses and
dissertations (Autry & Carter, 2015, p. 2). As part of this program, graduate students learn how
to form committees, reach out to faculty by email, write introductions to research articles, write
proposals, and finish their degrees (p. 5). Autry and Carter (2015) explained that the program
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seeks to improve writing in its immediate context (i.e., thesis/dissertation) and create lifelong
writers and researchers (p. 4).
As indicated by the diversity of these programs, writing groups can foster all three levels
of participation. At the passing level, they help students meet the requirements of their programs,
especially when it comes to completing a capstone project, such as a thesis or dissertation. By
teaching research methods or giving tips on negotiating topics with faculty, they also provide
procedural support. When they help students publish their work, they enable a deep level of
participation. More importantly, they provide graduate students with a sense of community and
may also provide expert guidance, depending on the qualifications of the facilitator. A sense of
community is important because graduate students often face isolation, particularly as they are in
their thesis or dissertation phases, and being in a community helps them stay on task. Students
rely on a sense of group identity to participate in a discipline (Larcombe et al., 2007, p. 62), and
part of this identity is having a common language for discussing writing (Haas, 2011, p. 96). In
the absence of faculty feedback, writers’ groups may offer the best form of writing support.
Unfortunately, writing groups have three shortcomings. First, they are often only short
term, which can be challenging for graduate students who typically have busy schedules.
Ferguson (2009, p. 293) stated that these groups must maintain a flexible schedule and be
voluntary in nature. In other words, students should not be required to attend every session or it
would be near impossible to set meeting times. Lassig et al. (2009) found “time is particularly
challenging for students who are enrolled part-time and work off-campus” (p. 7), and they
suggested that groups maintain contact via email between meetings as an additional way of
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maintaining the group identity (p. 7). Even when these groups find the right time to meet, Rose
and McClafferty (2001) argued that writing groups are only a starting point because they
typically last one semester, which is not enough time to fully support writing. This could be a
problem for doctoral students who write their dissertations over several semesters or years.
Second, the success of these groups depends on having the right facilitator. Lassig et al.
(2009) contend that either a disciplinary or writing expert can keep the group on task (p. 1) while
Rose and McClafferty (2001) suggest the facilitator should share the same discipline as the group
(p. 32). However, this may not be feasible at smaller schools or in funding-strapped programs,
where a handful of facilitators oversee all disciplines, as is the case with the program run by
Autry and Carter (2015), which oversees “105 master’s and 62 doctoral programs and nearly
9,000 graduate students from application through graduation” (p. 2).
Finally, what these support systems have in common is that their agendas are typically set
by the institution rather than the students. As emerging experts, graduate students should have
more control over their level of participation in the discourse. Program-specific writing support
may not be flexible enough for some graduate students. In contrast, writing centers allow
graduate students to set the goals for the tutoring session, which may create an environment
where all three levels of participation are possible.

Writing Centers

Before delving into relevant writing center studies, it is important to first acknowledge
the philosophical underpinnings of a writing center approach, which has been largely influenced
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by two articles by Stephen North: “The Idea of a Writing Center” (1984) and “Revisiting ‘The
Idea of a Writing Center’” (1994). In these two works, North characterized writing centers as the
university hub for writing, where “the object is to make sure that writers, and not necessarily
their texts, are what get changed by instruction. In axiom form it goes like this: Our job is to
produce better writers, not better writing” (1984, p. 438). It is for this reason that many writing
centers focus on the writing process and content of writing before grammatical or surface-level
errors, and it is why many writing center directors and tutors resist the notion that they simply
proofread or edit papers. In his earlier article, North (1984) adamantly stated:
We are not here to serve, supplement, back up, complement, reinforce, or otherwise be
defined by any external curriculum. We are here to talk to writers. If they happen to come
from your classes, you might take it as a compliment to your assignments, in that your
writers are engaged in them enough to want to talk about their work. On the other hand,
we do a fair amount of trade in people working on ambiguous or poorly designed
assignments, and far too much work with writers whose writing has received caustic,
hostile, or otherwise unconstructive commentary. (p. 440)
Along these lines, North (1984) cast a vision for writing centers where tutors were “participantobservers” (p. 439) and sessions focused on the composing processes of the writer. In North’s
opinion, tutoring does “not derive from a generalized model of composing, or [is] based on
where the student ought to be because she is a freshman or sophomore, but will begin from
where the student is, and move where the student moves” (p. 439). In other words, both
undergraduate and graduate tutoring sessions were to be student centered and free from
institutional goals.
After a decade of pondering the role of writing centers, North (1994) admitted that they
would never be independent of the institutions that support them. Although North (1984)
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originally stated that students sought sessions because of their own motivation to improve their
writing, he (1994) realized that this often was not the case. Students also visit the writing center
to improve their grades, to address concerns of plagiarism, and to meet course or program
requirements (p. 10). Furthermore, while sessions could still be student centered, North (1994)
recognized that it was impossible for tutors to remain entirely neutral and observe the writing
process, which often occurs outside the tutoring session. Relocating the writing to a session
makes the process less genuine and more artificial in the same way that observation changes the
behaviors of participants in formal studies (p. 12).
In his modified view of writing centers, North (1994) listed four goals. First, he believed
they should create situations where writers are motivated to discuss their writing (p. 16). Second,
he wanted centers that establish ongoing relationships between writers and tutors rather than
“those quickie fix-it chats between people who talk twice for a total of an hour . . . and then
never again” (p. 16). Third, North advocated a closer working relationship between faculty,
students, and writing center personnel instead of a “delicate but carefully distanced relationship
between classroom teachers and the writing center” (p.16). The goal of this relationship would be
to empower students to take on a greater role in their own writing. Finally, he wanted writing
centers to be adequately funded and not burdened with unrealistic expectations of “taking upon
its shoulders the whole institution's (real or imagined) sins of illiteracy, either: to serve as
conscience, savior, or sacrificial victim” (p. 17).
Two decades have passed since North published his revised ideology for writing centers,
but not much has changed in institutions. There is still a gap between how writing centers view

49
their mission and how faculty and disciplinary departments view the services these centers
provide. Even when it is not explicitly stated, this friction is an ongoing theme in writing center
research, regardless of whether the focus is on undergraduate or graduate student writers. From
an institutional perspective, it may seem that writing centers can only help writers at the passing
level of participation and only in a limited manner through addressing language or surface-level
errors, but writing center researchers still seem to view their work through North’s ideological
lens. Thus, in terms of the current study, it is important to consider whether writing centers do, in
fact, support all three levels of participation, whether that support is limited to single texts or
improving writing processes, and whether sessions focus on local issues (i.e., revision and
proofreading of grammar and punctuation) or global issues (i.e., invention of content,
organization of ideas, and shaping discourse for unique audiences).
Research regarding how writing centers assist graduate students is sparse and segmented.
The existing literature documents visitation trends among graduate students, what they desire
from a tutoring session, the skills tutors need to work with graduate students, and possibilities for
collaboration between writing centers and graduate programs. As a whole, this research suggests
that writing centers reach the widest variety of students (e.g., demographically and across
disciplines), but it remains unclear if they support all three levels of participation. The current
study clarifies this role through its data collection and analysis.
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Visitation Statistics

Although the total number of writing centers that serve graduate writers is unknown,
Powers and Nelson (1995) conducted the first known national survey of writing centers;
however, their data do not show the number of recurring appointments or the ratio of graduate
students to overall students. Powers and Nelson found that 60 out of 75 centers (80%) worked
with graduate students (p. 118). These students came from many disciplines, including
agriculture, arts, business, education, engineering, health, humanities, law, social sciences, and
sciences, and they brought a wide variety of writing genres to their sessions. Responding
institutions reported traditional or academic coursework (33.3%), journal articles (26.7%),
unrefereed research papers (23.3%), conference papers (28.3%), technical reports (48.3%),
theses (73.3%), dissertations (40%), and other assignments (10%) (p. 119). As seen from this list,
the genres suggest that graduate students brought documents to writing centers for assistance in
at least two of the three participation levels mentioned by Prior (1998, p. 100). Students sought
assistance at both the passing level (e.g., theses, dissertations, technical reports) and the deep
level (e.g., journal articles, unrefereed research papers, and conference papers).

Types of Support Requested

A few studies have attempted to analyze the needs of graduate student writers as it
pertains to writing centers. Based on these studies, it seems that writing support exists mainly at
the passing level of participation even while the range of texts suggests an opportunity for more
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levels. As part of their national survey, Powers and Nelson (1995) asked centers what type of
support graduate writers needed, and centers reported that graduate students needed tutors from a
wide range of disciplines with ESL and WAC training (p. 126). Since the survey reflects the
views of writing center administrators rather than clients, it is unclear whether this type of
support is perceived or real. However, data from this survey as well as the survey conducted by
Snively, Freeman, and Prentice (2006) tend to corroborate the perception that graduate students
have distinct writing needs. Writing center directors indicated that ESL students most often
requested help with organization and style while native English writers focused on correctness
and style. ESL students were also more likely to ask questions about their content and both
populations were unlikely to ask formatting questions (Powers & Nelson, 1995, pp. 122-123). In
a survey of 513 graduate students and 170 graduate faculty, Snively et al. (2006) found that most
graduate students wanted more writing support. The researchers pointed out that
85% of the faculty and 78% of the graduate students who responded said that their
departments do not offer sufficient writing support either in courses or through personal
contact with faculty and peers . . . more than 85% of all respondents were interested in
using writing center services or knew students who would benefit from them. (p. 154)
As indicated by these surveys, graduate students perceive the value of writing centers despite
some evidence that they may not perceive any shortcoming in their writing (Alter & Adkins,
2001, p. 501). This perception suggests graduate students do not see themselves as
underprepared, and it may affect the type of support they seek from writing centers. As indicated
by Powers (1995, p. 13), Leverenz (2001, p. 51) and Snively et al. (2006, p. 152), graduate
students typically ask for assistance with surface-level issues, such as grammar, punctuation, and
style, but they also need tutors who can help them with their disciplinary discourse.
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Based on his experience working with graduate students, Farrell (1994) explained that
their writing needs are often directly related to their discourse communities. Farrell pointed out
that graduate writing is genre specific and full of jargon, and he argued that tutors ought to have
experience in those genres. He wrote, “To serve their constituencies ethically and credibly,
writing center professionals working with graduate students must master the forms required by
specialized fields, so as to be regarded as consultants in writing those forms” (p. 4). Although
specialized terminology is part of the discipline and acceptable within academia, most of these
students are professionals who will be working with nonexperts in their fields. Therefore, they
need to learn how to communicate using everyday terminology. Farrell explained, “Writing
tutors need to have two strategies regarding jargon. In assisting graduate students, tutors will
have to know the meanings of specialized terms and how to use them appropriately. With
professional students, however, tutors often will have to be able to help them translate jargon
into understandable, everyday terms” (p. 4). The level of training or familiarity with disciplinary
knowledge has been a contentious subject among writing center researchers and may explain
whether a session can potentially support all three levels of participation or just the passing level
alone.

Tutor Expertise

Although writing center researchers tend to downplay the role of tutor expertise, graduate
students seem to be more comfortable with those they perceive as peers. Previous researchers
have discussed the impact of generalist tutors versus tutors with disciplinary knowledge (Garbus,
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2006; Kiedaisch & Dinitz, 1993, North, 1984, 1994; Powers & Nelson, 1995; Snively et al.,
2006; Thompson et al., 2009), the impact of expertise on a tutoring session (Munger, 1996;
Leverenz, 2001; Thompson et al., 2009), and collaboration with outside departments (; Leverenz,
2001; Powers, 1995).
Kiedaisch and Dinitz (1993) conducted one of the first empirical studies that compared
sessions with tutors who shared a discipline with their clients and sessions with tutors who did
not (p. 64). Although their study focused on upper-level undergraduate students in the English
Department, their findings may still be relevant for graduate students because upperclassman are
likely to go on to graduate programs and may share some attributes with first-year graduate
students. Also, as Thompson et al. (2009) pointed out in their study, upperclassman in an
undergraduate English program tended to prefer peers with experience. The researchers
concluded that “rather than being overwhelmed by expert tutors, students find comfort in their
[tutor’s] greater subject-matter knowledge and writing proficiency” (pp. 96-97).
However, while analyzing 12 sessions where tutors worked with English students on a
literature paper, Kiedaisch and Dinitz (1993) found that tutors who had experience in the
discipline tended to take a more authoritative stance. Although these sessions tended to focus
more on the discourse and content (i.e., global concerns), the researchers speculated that tutors in
the same disciplines might try to take over the paper or edit it with a view toward the written
product rather than the process (p. 72).
Based on a review of existing literature at the time, Garbus (2005) pointed out that there
was not enough writing support for graduate students who often must learn the genre
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conventions of their disciplines on their own (p. 172). Although writing centers are in a position
to help, Garbus suggested that graduate students benefit from consultation with a tutor from the
same discipline (p. 175). Snively et al. (2006) pointed out that graduate students often prefer to
work with those who have similar experience or understand their disciplines. They wrote:
They also benefit from working with consultants who have designed and conducted
research and have mastered higher levels of academic literacy in long papers. Thus,
graduate students need writing centers designed for their needs and not just – or primarily
– the needs of undergraduates. (p. 153)
Graduate students tend to prefer working with other graduate students, even if they come from
other disciplines, rather than undergraduate tutors who are perceived to be less familiar with “the
genres and expectations of specific disciplines” (Snively et al., 2006, p. 159).
While Thompson and colleagues’ (2009) study examined an undergraduate student
population, it also tested writing center lore that tutors should be non-directive rather than
directive. Their study found that clients sometimes preferred a more directive approach from a
tutor with disciplinary expertise (pp. 96-97). Furthermore, their findings suggest that the desire
for an expert tutor may be based on intangible aspects in the session (i.e., comfort) rather than
the level of assistance and that the relative expertise of participants, writers, and tutors may
affect the tutoring dynamic (p. 97).

Tutoring Session Dynamic

Munger (1996) found that the expertise of both the tutor and writer affected the power
dynamic of the session (pp. 11-12). Munger observed sessions between a graduate student writer
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and a tutor from the same discipline and analyzed how both participants used questions to
establish and subvert authority in the session (p. 3). Although some of the previous literature
described a hierarchy where the tutor had most of the authority, Munger argued that the
relationship between tutors and clients might be more dynamic than originally believed (p. 12).
When clients are experts in their fields, they do not maintain a novice standing in the session. As
Munger explained, “The expert and novice relationship is a dynamic one, as this interaction
suggests, and the roles participants take are fluid. Problems arrive when speakers try to maintain
an expert-novice relationship when the relationship is not so rigid” (p. 12). Rather than viewing
this fluid dynamic as a power struggle between the parties, it may indicate that participation
levels in disciplinary discourse are negotiated between graduate students and tutors.
Leverenz (2001) observed the writing sessions with graduate students reflected more than
expertise (p. 58). Haunted by a prospective graduate student client who asked what the writing
center could do for her writing, Leverenz (2001) conducted a year-long study of graduate
students who came to her center to determine what level of expertise her tutors needed (p. 51).
She used surveys, questionnaires, observations, and textual analysis to figure out the needs of the
18 graduate students who used the center during the previous year (p. 51). Leverenz concluded
that her tutors did not need more disciplinary knowledge because they were already experts in
providing collaborative guidance. In other words, what graduate students needed the most was a
sense that their ideas mattered, and they needed a critical audience who could help them test out
their ideas. In fact, tutors tended to hide their expertise to create “a peerlike relationship between
fellow writers” (p. 54).
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Leverenz (2001) found that tutors helped graduate students grapple with expertise in
several ways. First, because graduate students often feel as though they are excluded from the
rhetorical strategies used by professionals in their fields, tutors often helped these students obtain
these rhetorical strategies “by analyzing with them examples of published articles and completed
theses in the field” (p. 56). Second, graduate writers often needed validation because they
sometimes pursued research in areas that were not sanctioned by their advisors. They could be
turned away from the research that mattered most to them, and they needed “to know that their
ideas are interesting and valid, especially when the responses they receive from their faculty
make them question their ability” (p. 57). Third, the tutoring session allowed graduate students to
try out their ideas on an interested audience. Leverenz (2001) referred to this as “rehearsals of
expertise, rehearsals staged for the benefit of a nonevaluative but intelligent and engaged
audience of one. And the performance goes on in both directions: both writer and tutor are
performing their expertise and receiving a response” (p. 58). Finally, writing center tutors could
be central to deep participation because centers are “actively engaged in the production of
experts poised to share new knowledge with the world” (p. 60).
Like Leverenz (2001), most of the writing center researchers seem to assume that tutoring
is relevant to obtaining expertise in a field, which is why they go to great lengths to defend their
tutors’ background and training. However, even if tutors share the same credentials as the writers
they work with, there seems to be a fine line between empowering graduate students to become
experts and maintaining professional distance from the graduate program itself. This line
between support and assessment has caused some researchers to question whether there ought to
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be more collaboration between writing centers and graduate programs.

Collaboration with Graduate Programs

Powers (1995) observed that larger numbers of graduate of students were coming to the
writing center at the University of Wyoming (p. 13). The sessions seemed counterproductive
because graduate students often arrived at the center with vague instructions from their thesis or
dissertation advisor or they wanted a “simple” grammatical fix (p. 13). Powers recognized that
these writers needed help, regardless of her initial impression, and that her center was illequipped to help them. As a result, she proposed a “trialogue” between the thesis advisor,
graduate student, and tutor. The thesis advisor brought expertise on writing within the genre. The
graduate student was the expert on the topic and data. Although tutors could come from a variety
of disciplinary backgrounds and have different degrees of writing experience, Powers (1995)
considered them writing experts. However, the term “expert” might be loosely applied here. The
writing tutor may understand writing conventions better than either the graduate student or the
faculty advisor, and in this sense may be more knowledgeable than the other two people in the
trialogue. To make the sessions more effective, Powers (1995) stated that she often solicited
information from the advisor ahead of time to help the tutor and writer set the focus. Powers
described her trialogue as “an active, three-way collaboration to which all participants bring a
body of knowledge that must be included in the process of research writing” (p. 15). However,
this arrangement seems to limit the writing tutor’s role to prescriptive comments on language and
grammar, which contradicts prevailing views on the role of writing centers.
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Many researchers who favor the graduate writing workshop approach also indicate
collaboration between writing centers and graduate programs is essential for success. In
particular, Wadsworth, Halfman, and Upton (2002) concluded:
Few resources are specifically designed to provide intensive assistance to the struggling
writer at the graduate level. The resources that are often available, writing centers and
writing coaches, can be more effective when graduate program faculty collaborate with a
program writing coach to communicate the professional competencies. (p. 302)
In other words, as long as the writing center ensures clarity of expression and organization, it has
done its job.
Leverenz (2001) adamantly opposed this kind of collaboration because of the writing
center’s traditional role as an inclusive and empowering environment for writers. Leverenz
argued that writing centers are a place of advocacy, “free from any direct obligation to fulfill
faculty members’ expectations” (p. 57). The trialogue, in Leverenz’s opinion, tended to serve the
needs of the university over that of the writers. Given her earlier observation that some graduate
students must abandon research projects that they are most interested in due to pressures from
their committees (p. 57), it is not surprising that Leverenz would fight to maintain this distinction
between writing centers and graduate programs. However, it seems unlikely that writing centers
could advocate for graduate students by maintaining their distance from the overall institution.
First, writing centers are already part of the institution, as universities fund them. Second, they
cannot maintain complete neutrality, as literate activity is a mediated process (Prior, 1998, p.
138) and anything that assists in writing is part of this mediation. Therefore, the act of tutoring is
never completely neutral. As soon as a writer seeks the advice of another, expert or nonexpert, he
or she can no longer claim to write in isolation, completely independent of outside forces or
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influences. It may be that tutoring sessions offer writers more control of their texts and discourse
than other forms of mediation controlled by privileged members of the discourse communities
(e.g., thesis and dissertation committees, journal editors, conference organizers). Also, writing
centers may help graduate students negotiate topics and issues with their committees. This
suggests that writing centers may provide more than grammatical assistance at all three levels of
participation, and writing center tutors may influence how graduate students pursue deeper levels
of participation.
Regardless of the writing center’s actual role in the writing process, collaboration
between graduate programs and writing centers seems necessary. Due to budget constraints,
writing centers cannot afford to staff tutors from all disciplines, and it is unlikely that an
undergraduate tutor can offer substantial content assistance to a graduate student. However, input
from faculty could guide the types of critical questions that tutors ask, which could lead graduate
students to offer better evidence or sources to support their claims or to organize their ideas
according to the genre conventions of their discipline. Repeated interactions with faculty may
allow tutors to anticipate where an assignment, thesis, or dissertation may run into issues with a
specific advisor. This would allow tutors to counsel graduate students on how to improve at the
passing level or how to negotiate their participation at the procedural level.
Finally, since tutors may also be graduate students, albeit in different disciplines than the
writer, they may be familiar with conferences and publications and offer general advice in how
to write abstracts or scholarly articles for publication, which would assist graduate students at the
deep level of participation. In addition, tutors may also be more familiar with occluded genres
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after working on these genres repeatedly with different writers. These possibilities suggest that
writing centers have more to offer than grammatical assistance at all three levels of participation.

Conclusion

While this literature review covers a broad range of topics regarding writing support at
the graduate level, there are at least three noteworthy trends that inform the current study:
writing-support programs should address more than the perceived lack of preparation for a
graduate program; writing support can be more effective by understanding which genres students
need to use and focusing on those genres; and writing support should include all three levels of
participation (Prior, 1998).
First, Chapter 1 discussed how faculty and program administrators are often frustrated by
the perception that graduate students are “underprepared” for work in their fields. While there
have been no studies that have addressed graduate students’ own perceptions of their preparation,
the studies indicated at the beginning of this chapter suggest that “underprepared” students lack
disciplinary discourse proficiency rather than grammatical competency. The current study
addresses this through surveys that gauge graduate students’ perceptions of their preparation for
writing in their fields. This survey also tries to determine if a perceived lack of writing
preparation is what brings graduate students to a writing center.
Second, an understanding of genre is important to creating effective writing-support
programs. Since genre is the vehicle by which graduate students enter disciplinary discourse and
act upon the shared interests of professionals in their fields, they must understand both the forms

61
of discourse used by their fields and the underlying activities these forms support. Taking the
approach used by EAP scholars, writing center researchers can examine the types of genres
graduate students bring to tutoring sessions to craft more effective support. The mix of genres
could inform which tutors a writing center director hires. For example, if most of the genres
come from the biological sciences, then a director may need to hire more tutors from that
background. At the very least, existing tutors would need to be trained to recognize how genres
from the biological sciences operate. Furthermore, a knowledge of genres could lead to
workshops, worksheets, or seminars as part of a collaboration between specific departments and
the writing center.
Third, if the goal of becoming an expert in a discipline is to engage in deep-level
participation, then writing-support programs should go beyond the passing level. This is not to
say that a single program must offer students the chance to participate at all three levels, but the
range of writing support services in a university should at least cover all three. As shown by the
research, several discipline-specific writing-support programs address one or more levels of
participation, but it is not clear if writing centers can assist graduate students beyond the passing
level. The current study incorporates case study and survey data to determine how writing
centers support expertise through literate activity within the larger institution. As the research
suggests, the tutoring session should offer help at the “discourse level” (Bridgeman & Carlson,
1983, p. 55) rather than grammatical competency alone.
Chapter 3 explains the research methodology employed to address these three trends as
they relate to a writing center’s capability to assist graduate students.

CHAPTER 3: METHODS

To understand how writing centers support graduate students in literate activity, this
study relied on a mixed-methods research design. The study incorporated surveys, textual
analysis, and case studies as a means of answering the research questions. The following sections
describe the research questions, research design, data collection, data analysis, participants, and
ethical considerations in more detail.

Research Questions

My study addressed the following questions:
RQ1: How do graduate students perceive their own abilities to write at the graduate
level?
RQ2: What are graduate students’ perceptions of the writing support offered by their
programs?
RQ3: What motivates graduate students to use the tutoring services at a writing center,
and what kinds of support do they desire?
RQ4: What genres of writing do graduate students bring to a writing center, and how do
these genres inform the types of support a writing center could offer?
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Research Design

This study used mixed-method data collection to support both conceptual and empirical
inquiry (Liggett, Jordan, & Price, 2011). To accomplish this, I collected qualitative and
quantitative data from the University Writing Center (UWC) at Northern Illinois University,
which has a high population of graduate student clients. My data came from surveys, document
analysis and coding, and case studies. I used a convergent parallel data collection method, which
means I collected qualitative and quantitative data simultaneously and then integrated “the
information in the interpretation of the overall results” (Creswell, 2014, p. 15). Therefore, my
study employed both the conceptual and empirical modes of inquiry as defined by Liggett et al.
(2011, pp. 57, 64).
As the sole researcher, there was potential for bias in collecting the data and analyzing
the results. I tried to limit this bias by using focus groups to improve my data collection
instruments, but because I performed most of the document coding and applied themes to the
qualitative data, the potential for bias remains. This limitation will be discussed in more detail in
the final chapter of the dissertation. The following sections describe the data collection tools in
more detail.

Surveys

I used surveys to gather information on graduate students’ perspectives of their own
writing preparation and how various programs supported their writing. Since graduate students
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have busy schedules, it was not possible to assemble a representative focus group to gather this
information. Also, since some of my questions had the potential to generate negative answers, I
wanted my participants to have a degree of anonymity and autonomy.
Per guidelines established by Hughes and Hayhoe (2008, p. 97), I designed an original
survey that used a combination of open-ended, multiple-choice, rating, and ranking information
questions to gather data relevant to RQ1 and RQ2. My surveys used single-stage sampling,
which means I had “access to names in the population and [could] sample the people (or other
elements) directly” (Creswell, 2014, p. 158). At the UWC, all graduate students are required to
give their e-mail addresses when they set up appointments. I collected these email addresses and
sent survey links to each graduate student, which represented a convenience sample (Creswell,
2014, p. 158). I provide more detail on the survey design and distribution in the data collection
procedures section of this chapter.

Document Analysis

As stated in Chapter 2, EAP scholars have used genre classification studies to determine
which writing skills international students should be taught upon entering graduate school. While
not all writing-support programs have used a similar methodology to inform best practice,
document analysis seemed to be the best approach for the current study for several reasons. First,
the writing center where I conduced my research tends to draw a significant number of
international students. Second, these students fill out intake forms before each tutoring session,
indicating where they want help, but these forms do not clearly indicate what genres of writing
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the students brought to their sessions. Knowing both the genre of writing and the request for
assistance could reveal trends that inform best practice for tutor training, resource allocation,
supplementary handout design, and workshop formation. Finally, each student is required to
bring an extra copy of his or her writing, so there were ample samples for analysis.
According to Hughes and Hayhoe (2008), documents can be analyzed to reveal
characteristics about the authors or the audience (p. 78). This approach allowed me to examine a
population unobtrusively at a convenient time (Creswell, 2014, pp. 191-192). Although
document analysis would have allowed me to break the data into smaller chunks and examine
sentences or phrases (c.f., Hughes & Hayhoe, 2008, p. 86), I opted to categorize documents at a
macro-level, which followed the methodology of previous studies (Bridgeman & Carlson, 1983;
Canseco & Byrd, 1989; Casanave & Hubbard, 1992; Cooper & Bikowski, 2007; Hale et al.,
1995; Horowitz, 1986). In other words, rather than look at linguistic markers within the texts, I
coded entire documents according to their genres. I used a modified version of Cooper and
Bikowski’s (2007) genre classification for student writing tasks to provide data relevant to RQ3.

Case Studies

While both surveys and document analysis provided answers to RQ3, the data provided
by these methodologies did not indicate how writing centers may support the three levels of
participation in disciplinary discourse. Since previous studies suggested that writing within
disciplines is a socially mediated activity (Devitt, 2004; Miller, 1984; Prior, 1998; Swales, 1990),
I wanted to observe writing in a social setting. I selected three subjects and observed multiple
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tutoring sessions to gauge what type of support the tutor offered and how that tutored enabled
participation. This approach allowed me to notice any writing support trends that may have
fallen outside the scope of the research questions.

Data Collection

This section describes the research setting, ethical considerations, participants, and
procedures.

Setting / Research Site

I collected data at Northern Illinois University, a midwestern state university with a total
enrollment of 20,130 students. As of September 2015, the university had 15,027 undergraduate
students, 4,850 graduate students within the six schools, and 253 students enrolled in the College
of Law (“Fast Facts,” 2015). During the 2014-2015 academic year, 312 graduate students
scheduled 3,977 sessions of at least 30 minutes with the UWC. During the 2015-2016 academic
year, 312 graduate students scheduled 4,199 sessions of at least 30 minutes. Both sets of statistics
include visits that occurred in the fall and spring semesters of the respective academic year and
do not include any sessions that occurred during the summer.
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Ethical Considerations

I completed the online CITI Human Subjects Protection training program, and the
Institutional Review Board at Northern Illinois University approved the study. Participants
implicitly or explicitly gave their consent prior to data collection, and they were given the
opportunity to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. Since the writing center
collected graduate texts as a matter of policy and I treated these texts cumulatively, no consent
was required. Where applicable, I used pseudonyms to protect the identity of individual students
and writing center staff. I stored all data in password-protected files on my home computer,
which I will retain for the minimum three years.

Participants

I selected my participants based on their enrollment in graduate programs and their
participation in at least one tutoring session at the writing center during the 2015-2016 academic
year. Although I emailed surveys to 348 graduate students, 33 email addresses came back as
invalid and these graduate students never received the survey. Of the 315 valid email addresses,
242 people opened the survey (69%), 100 graduate students (41%) began to answer the
questions, and 80 surveys (25%) were fully completed. The writing center collected 630 texts,
which I coded. Finally, out of this pool of participants, I approached three graduate students,
whose schedules aligned with my availability, and asked them to be part of my case study. These
participants reflect a sample of convenience rather than random selection.
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Survey Procedures

I created and distributed an original survey using Qualtrics Survey Software. Survey
items 1-5 offered a series of closed-ended questions to gather basic demographic data on the
student’s program, amount of time in the program, and whether English was considered a first
language. These questions allowed me to sort responses into two subcategories of students:
master’s level or doctoral students and NES (native English speaking) or NNES (non-native
English speaking). Survey items 6-8 offered participants statements on pre-graduate school
writing preparation, program support for writing, and UWC support and asked them to select
responses based on a 5-point Likert scale. Therefore, the first eight items on my survey provided
data on participants’ perceptions of writing preparedness (RQ1) or writing support (RQ2) and
allowed me to sort these responses into the two subcategories.
The final six items on the survey allowed participants to select or specify writing support
options (items 9, 10, and 11) and to indicate why they sought the services of the writing center
(items 12 and 13). I used this portion of the survey to generate data on what type of help the
writing center provided versus writing support in the graduate programs. These data were
relevant to RQ3. The final version of my survey is included in Appendix A.
After testing the survey with the focus of group eight graduate students, the final version
of the survey was distributed online in four phases, at the midpoint and end of the fall and spring
semesters of the 2015-2016 academic year. Eighty participants responded to the survey, but the
data do not represent students from all seven colleges at the university. Education (ED) students
(N=45) and language arts and sciences (LAS) students (N=18) completed the most surveys. No
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one from the law school participated in the survey. Business (BUS, N=1), electrical engineering
technology (EET, N=4), health and human services (HHS, N=6), and visual and performing arts
(VPA, N=6) students had a low number of responses. Therefore, a comparison of responses
based on the respondent’s college was not possible.
There was an even split between master’s level (MA, N=38) and doctoral (PhD, N=42)
students, which allowed me to compare the two groups based on where they were in their
studies. In addition, the ratio of NES graduate students (N=59) to NNES graduate students
(N=21) was 3:1 and offered a basis for comparison. Therefore, the quantitative data from the
Likert-scale questions are presented as a set of overall numbers (N=80) and then by the two
subcategories: MA vs. PhD and NES vs. NNES.

Document Analysis Procedures

The writing center collected and stored documents that students brought to tutoring
sessions. These copies were stored primarily in two locations: hard copies are in a row of file
cabinets behind the receptionist’s desk, and electronic copies from Google Hangout sessions are
kept on the hard drives of either a Mac computer or PC computer, both of which are in the
director’s office. Because many graduate students scheduled multiple appointments to work on
the same document, I coded only the document associated with the first visit.
After piloting Cooper and Bikowski’s (2007) genre classification system during 20142015 academic year, I noticed that some of these texts either did not fit any category or appeared
to fit more than one category. Since most of these documents seemed to be personal
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correspondence (i.e., emails to faculty, graduate school departments, and communication with
students or parents) or creative writing (e.g., fiction or poetry), I added the categories PC
(personal correspondence) and CW (creative writing). The PC category is noteworthy as these
texts may include occluded genres (c.f., Autry & Carter, 2015; Swales, 1996). For the texts that
seemed to fit more than one category, I consulted the writing center director for a second
opinion, and after some discussion, we reached a consensus.
In addition, after completing the pilot, I selected five problematic texts and presented
them to a focus group of writing center tutors, who attempted to code the texts based on Cooper
and Bikowski’s (2007) classification system. This focus group consisted of seven people: three
graduate student tutors from the English Department, two undergraduate student tutors, one tutor
with a doctorate in English, and the writing center director. The group noted significant
ambiguity or overlap in the following categories: essay, library research paper, and case study.
According to Cooper and Bikowski’s (2007) original definitions, an essay is “a composition that
calls for exposition of a thesis and is composed of several paragraphs including an introduction, a
body, and a conclusion” (p. 213). Although the library research paper had similar characteristics,
Cooper and Bikowski (2007) stated that the key distinguishing feature of the research paper was
that it “incorporates and synthesizes information from multiple bibliographic sources” (p. 213).
They defined a case study as “a piece of writing describing and analyzing a particular case
situation” (p. 213). While the researchers offered a limited list of examples, they did not indicate
ways that the case study may resemble both an essay and research paper. For example, a case
study may have an introduction, body, and conclusion like an essay, and a case study may use
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multiple bibliographic sources.
Based on feedback from the focus group, I modified Cooper and Bikowski’s (2007)
original classification system (Appendix B). The modifications primarily affected three genres:
case studies, library research papers, and essays. Specifically, we expanded the definitions and
added more examples to eliminate potential overlap between the three cases. In addition, I
changed “library research papers” to “research papers” to reflect changes in technology and
research. In other words, it is possible for graduate students to incorporate high-quality sources
without using a library. For example, it is possible for students to purchase or download
scholarly articles from companies like Elsevier. The key aspect of this genre is the level of
research, not where that research is conducted.
During the 2015-2016 academic year, 312 graduate students scheduled 4,199 sessions of
at least 30 minutes. Out of these sessions, 758 texts were possible, based on recurring
appointments with the same students. I found 630 of these texts and coded them according to the
modified classification system.

Case Study Procedures

To discover ways that graduate students seek writing support within a tutoring session, I
chose three participants for observation. These participants represent a convenience sample
because their sessions overlapped with times when I was available in the writing center, and each
had recurring appointments at the beginning (weeks 2-4), midpoint (weeks 6-9), and end (weeks
12-15) of the Spring 2016 semester. I dispersed these observations throughout the semester
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because I thought graduate students might require different forms of assistance, depending on the
time of year.
Although I tried to identify participants who reflected writing center demographics from
the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 academic years, this was not possible. For example, the previous
visitation data showed that 46% of graduate students did not consider English to be their first
language. Graduate students primarily belonged to one of four graduate colleges: ED (43%),
LAS (25%), HHS (14%), and VPA (8%). Based on availability, I selected participants from two
of the four colleges: LAS and VPA. Although the writing center does not track the gender of its
clients, anecdotal evidence from the writing center director suggested that most of the graduate
student clients were female. Therefore, I chose two females (one international) and one male
student.
Since previous studies suggested that graduate students preferred working with an
experienced tutor who understood the requirements of their disciplines (Garbus, 2005, p. 175;
Snively et al., 2006, p. 153), a writing center administrator conducted the sessions while I took
on the role of “complete observer” (Creswell, 2014, p. 191). After obtaining permission from
each of the participants, I took notes and audiotaped each session, created transcripts with
detailed visual observations, and analyzed the transcripts for recurring themes. The following
sections contain brief background information on the tutor and each of the case study
participants.
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Case Study Tutor (Sylvia)

Sylvia (pseudonym) is a permanent staff member at the writing center. She graduated in
1988 from Northern Illinois University with a master’s degree in literature with an emphasis in
English literature. She has worked in the writing center since 1999. Sylvia estimates that she has
worked with between 300 to 400 graduate students during that time on anything from class
projects to capstones, theses, and dissertations, though she noted that dissertations were far more
common than theses.

Case Study Participant 1 (Ursula)

Ursula (pseudonym) is a 25-year-old female graduate student who is pursuing a doctoral
degree in English. Ursula earned a master’s degree in 19th century British literature in 2012 from
Northern Illinois University. As a third-year doctoral student, Ursula successfully proposed a
dissertation topic in the field of British and Irish Literature and Rhetoric in the Spring 2016
semester and immediately began work on one of her chapters. In addition to being a graduate
student, Ursula also works as a tutor within the writing center.

Case Study Participant 2 (Edward)

Edward (pseudonym) is a 33-year-old graduate student who is pursuing a doctoral degree
in political science. Like Ursula, Edward also obtained his master’s degree from Northern
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Illinois University. However, the political science program offers the master’s degree as part of
the doctoral program. Therefore, Edward earned his master’s degree in political science after the
first two years. He is currently in his fourth year of the program and successfully submitted a
dissertation proposal in the Spring 2016 semester. His dissertation topic covers the legality of
legislative veto and its impact on the balance of power between the three branches of the federal
government.

Case Study Participant 3 (Pamela)

Pamela (pseudonym) is a 31-year-old graduate student who is pursuing a doctoral degree
in an art education and design program. She obtained a Masters of Fine Arts degree at a Taiwan
university in 2010. She is currently in her fifth year in the doctoral program at Northern Illinois
University. Her dissertation topic examines how leadership principles might be applied to art
education, which has traditionally focused on teachers’ creativity rather than their leadership
abilities.

Data Analysis

I analyzed the quantitative data from the surveys and texts using general descriptive
statistics: mean, median, mode, and standard deviation. Most of my calculations, such as the
results of chi-square tests, were provided by the Qualtrics software. Although Qualtrics
generated the mean, median, mode, and standard deviation for the survey data, I used Excel to
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tally these numbers for the document analysis. These descriptive statistics allowed me to look at
overall trends among the graduate student participants and separate the numbers into my
subcategories: MA vs. PhD and NNES vs. NES.
I used a six-step process suggested by Creswell (2014, pp. 197-200) to analyze the
qualitative data from survey item 13 (why students used the writing center). After preparing and
organizing the data, I downloaded it into a Word document where I read the data to get a
“general sense of the information” and “reflect on the meaning” (p. 197). Based on my notes and
initial readings, I created six potential codes based on what graduate students emphasized when
explaining their decision to use the writing center: proofreading/revision help; lack of choice,
need to be heard/encouraged, learn how to do something, writing center staff accolades, and help
needed with one of the levels of participation (Prior, 1998). Since few students mentioned
needing help to do something and the writing center accolades seemed irrelevant to my research
questions, I dropped these two categories from my final coding.
I employed a similar method to the qualitative data generated from my session
observations. While I initially tried to employ the same codes I used for survey item 13, I noticed
that these codes seemed insufficient for describing what I had seen and heard. Although graduate
students stated goals at the beginning of their sessions, their goals did not always reflect what
happened during the sessions. In some cases, the goals of a session remained unstated as the tutor
had worked with the same graduate student many times before and already knew what type of
help that student wanted. As I analyzed the tutoring session transcripts and my notes, I asked
myself “What actions are the tutor or writer performing here?” or “What is the focus of their
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discussion for this part of the session?” Based on these questions, I came up with a preliminary
list of seven themes, which were narrowed to four: participation levels, proofreading/editing vs.
content changes, rehearsing expertise, and responses to a larger community.

Summary

Since there were few writing center studies that focused on graduate students, I had to
adapt methods from other fields, such as EAP and genre analysis. In addition, there were few
existing data collection instruments that applied to a graduate student population, so I had to
modify what was available or create new instruments to collect data. For example, existing
surveys on graduate student perceptions did not ask about their perceptions of preparedness,
beyond the amount of time they spent writing a particular text (Torrance et al., 1992, 1994), the
support they received from faculty (Dong, 1998) and their department (van der Meer et al.,
2013), or their satisfaction with a writing group (Ferguson, 2009; Larcombe et al., 2007). Thus, I
constructed my survey to inquire broadly on types of preparation a student may have gained
prior to admission to a graduate program. The survey also examined perceptions about writing
support within graduate programs, which is the focus of most of the support programs described
in Chapter 2, and writing centers, which is the focus of this study. Document analysis closely
followed the procedures established by Cooper and Bikowski (2007) as their methodology
seemed to be the most comprehensive, benefitting from a long line of similar studies that
preceded their work. Case studies are common in writing center research, though the focus seems
to be on undergraduates more than graduate student clients.
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Therefore, the mixed methodology described in this chapter seemed to be the appropriate
approach to triangulate the qualitative and quantitative data generated to answer the four research
questions. I chose an empirical and conceptual approach to offer a comprehensive picture of
writing preparedness and writing support offered to graduate students who used the UWC at
Northern Illinois University. Chapters 4 and 5 will provide the results, and Chapter 6 will discuss
the significance of these results as well as any limitations and recommendations for future
studies.

CHAPTER 4: WRITING PREPARATION AND CONFIDENCE

As explained in Chapter 1, the prevailing opinion within the disciplines is that students
are not prepared to write at the graduate level. Previous studies attributed this shortcoming to
poor undergraduate writing skills prior to enrollment in a graduate program (Nelson et al., 2012,
p. 376; Sallee et al., 2011, p. 66), the gap in time between undergraduate and graduate programs
(Alter & Adkins, 2001, p. 497), and new writing challenges faced at the graduate level (Koncel
& Carney, 1992, p. 4; Lavelle & Bushrow, 2007, p. 809). In addition, graduate students may
have studied a different discipline for their baccalaureate degrees and therefore, must adopt a
new rhetorical strategy to write in the new discipline (Ondrusek, 2012, p. 181). This chapter uses
the survey and case study data to analyze graduate students’ perceptions about their own writing
preparedness and how their previous writing and experiences may have contributed to positive or
negative transfer of learning. In addition, the chapter examines how writing preparedness relates
to writing confidence depending on the student’s status as a master’s level or doctoral student or
one’s language proficiency as an NES (native English speaking) or NNES (non-native English
speaking) student. Then the chapter analyzes graduate students’ perceptions of the writing
support they receive within their programs and how clearly those programs communicate writing
expectations. In short, this chapter focuses on answers to Research Questions 1 and 2.
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Writing Preparedness vs. Writing Confidence

The first research question asked, “How do graduate students perceive their own abilities
to write at the graduate level?” Contrary to the opinions expressed by professors in the literature
(Caffarella & Barnett, 2000; Nelson et al., 2012; Ondrusek, 2012; Sallee et al., 2011), most
students felt they were prepared to write upon entering their programs, and they expressed a high
degree of confidence in their ability to write. Item 6 on the survey offered six statements about
writing preparation and confidence and asked participants to rate their agreement on a 5-point
Likert scale (1=strongly disagree, 2=somewhat disagree, 3=neutral, 4=somewhat agree, 5=
strongly agree). These statements focused on their views of their writing and experiences prior to
graduate school and during their graduate program (Table 2).
Five of the six statements generated positive responses with mean scores above 3 and
modes of 4 or 5. Although participants tended to somewhat agree that they entered their
programs prepared to write at this level (statement C), graduate students expressed the most
agreement with statement E (confidence in writing in the discipline), with a mean score of 3.91,
and statement F (graduate courses preparing them to write in their field), with a mean score of
4.2. In other words, graduate students are confident in their writing abilities, and they attribute
this confidence to their graduate courses. The lowest scores were for statement D (similarity
between graduate and undergraduate writing), with 2.64, and statement A (non-academic courses
prepared for graduate school), with 3.05. At first glance, these answers seem to contradict
Caffarella and Barnett’s (2000) assertion that graduate students “may not think like scholars” (p.
39). Since graduate students see a distinct difference between the writing they did for
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baccalaureate degrees and the writing they must perform for their discourse communities, it is
likely they believe that they already think like the scholars they are trying to emulate. The degree
to which this belief is accurate will affect whether positive or negative learning transfer occurs.

Table 2: Item 6 - Writing Preparedness/Confidence (N = 80)
Statement

Mean

Mode

SD

A. "My non-academic experiences have prepared me for the
type of writing I do in my graduate classes."

3.05

4

1.26

B. "Before enrolling in graduate school, I was aware of the type
of writing I would have to do."

3.94

4

1.08

C. "Upon entering graduate school, I was prepared for the type
of writing I had to complete in my courses."

3.65

4

1.12

D. "The writing I do in my graduate courses is similar to the
writing I did as an undergraduate."

2.64

2

1.2

3.91

5

1.03

4.2

4

0.8

E. "I feel confident in my ability to write within my discipline."
F. "As a result of my graduate courses, I feel more prepared to
write in my field."

According to learning transfer theory, students transfer knowledge from previous
experiences based on the degree of similarity they see between the new and old situations (Gick
& Holyoak, 1987, p. 18). Cormier and Hagman (2014) explained that “transfer of learning occurs
whenever prior-learned knowledges and skills affect the way in which new knowledges and
skills are learned and performed. When later acquisition or performance is facilitated, transfer is
positive; when later acquisition or performance is impeded, transfer is negative” (p. 1). This
transfer is seldom positive (Perkins & Salomon, 1989, p. 22). Therefore, the degree of similarity
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graduate students perceive between their current writing tasks and undergraduate and nonacademic writing experiences may account for the differences in how they see their own
preparation to write at this level and how their professors view their preparation.

Master’s Level vs. Doctoral Students

Chi-square tests revealed no significant statistical differences in the mean scores for
master’s level versus doctoral student responses. However, statements A (non-academic
experiences) and D (similarity between undergraduate and graduate level writing) had different
modes (Table 3).

Table 3: Writing Preparation and Confidence (MA vs. PhD)

Statement
A. "My non-academic experiences have
prepared me for the type of writing I do in
my graduate classes."
D. "The writing I do in my graduate courses
is similar to the writing I did as an
undergraduate."

Master's Level
(N = 38)
Mean Mode
SD
2.87
3
1.26

2.82

4

1.31

Doctoral
(N = 42)
Mean Mode
3.21
4

2.48

2

SD
1.2

1.1

While the mean scores for these two statements were around 3 (neutral), modes of 4
(somewhat agree) may indicate that a portion of the participants saw similarities, which could
lead to negative learning transfer and explain why professors view their students as
underprepared. Since scholars who label graduate students as underprepared typically focus on
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those who have just entered the program rather than those who are close to graduation, it would
follow that master’s level students would be more prone to negative transfer.
However, the results from the survey are inconclusive. First, for statement A (nonacademic experiences), doctoral students somewhat agreed (mean = 3.21, mode = 4, SD = 1.24)
while master’s level students somewhat disagreed (mean = 2.87, mode = 3, SD = 1.26). Although
the standard deviation was greater than 1 in both groups, the mode is lower for master’s level
students, which means the largest grouping of master’s level students may have felt neutral about
the statement. This suggests that master’s level students might be less likely to use their nonacademic experiences to inform how they should write at the graduate level. Since discourse
communities use distinct vocabulary, arguments, and evidence and have unique shared goals,
non-academic styles of writing would be inappropriate for disciplinary discourse. If master’s
level students saw a high degree of similarity, it would explain why professors view them as
underprepared even though master’s level students still perceive themselves as prepared to write
at this level. In contrast, the doctoral students expressed more agreement with statement A,
which would suggest they would be more likely than master’s level students to incorrectly use
non-academic experiences to inform their disciplinary writing. Since doctoral students are
nearing the end of their programs, it is not clear how this negative transfer, if it exists, affects
their writing.
Second, while the scores for both groups indicated that they disagreed with statement D
(similarity between graduate and undergraduate writing), master’s level students (mean = 2.82,
mode = 4, SD = 1.31) had a relatively high number of respondents (N=13) who somewhat agreed
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with the statement, which gave the group a higher mean than doctoral students (mean = 2.48,
mode = 2, SD = 1.05). The relatively higher degree of agreement may suggest that master’s level
students saw some similarity between undergraduate writing tasks and disciplinary writing,
which could lead to negative learning transfer. However, due to the results of the chi-square tests
for each response, there is not enough evidence to support or contradict previous research that
points to undergraduate writing experiences as the cause for underpreparedness (Koncel &
Carney, 1992; Lavelle & Bushrow, 2007; Nelson et al., 2012; Sallee et al., 2011).
The differences in responses to statement D (similarity between graduate and
undergraduate writing) may suggest that the perception of writing preparation, or its definition,
changes with the more expertise a student gains in a discipline. In other words, master’s level
students saw less of a distinction between undergraduate and graduate writing because their
experience was more recent for them than doctoral students who had been engaged in deeper
levels of disciplinary participation for a longer period of time. Therefore, Caffarella and
Barnett’s (2000) observation that graduate students “may not think like scholars” (p. 39) might
be more true for master’s level students than doctoral students. Again, the Chi-square tests for
these statements do not show any statistical significance in the differences between the
subgroups so the results of the current student can neither prove nor disprove this to be the case.
When the responses of both master’s level and doctoral students are combined, it seems that
students already feel prepared and do not quite grasp the difference between undergraduate and
graduate forms of disciplinary writing; it is likely that they will resist suggestions or
requirements to seek writing support.
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Answers to survey item 13 indicated that 17% of students came to the writing center
because of a course requirement or a recommendation from a professor. The wording of some of
these responses suggests some resistance to writing support. For example, one student referred to
the requirement to visit the writing center as a “mandate.” These responses will be analyzed and
discussed in further detail in the next chapter. For now, it is sufficient to note that students may
resist writing support.
Confidence may be somewhat related to writing preparation, but only to writing
preparation that occurs as part of the graduate program. Many of the master’s level and doctoral
students selected 4 (somewhat agree) for statement E (confidence to write in the discipline), even
though a larger group of doctoral students selected 5 (completely agree) based on the modes.
Again, there is no statistical significance in these differences, but it seems that doctoral students
might have a slightly higher degree of confidence in these courses as they have likely had more
courses than master’s level students.
Despite their relatively higher degree of confidence, the case study data suggest that
doctoral students may occasionally lack confidence in their writing regardless of their writing
preparedness. This lack of confidence seems to be tied to specific writing experiences. For
example, as a doctoral student who had finished her coursework, Ursula should have been
familiar with disciplinary writing and ready for deep participation in her community, yet she
expressed doubts about her ability to correctly use rhetorical discourse in multiple sessions. She
brought her dissertation proposal to her first session to practice it with the tutor. While Sylvia
and Ursula were setting their goals for the session, Sylvia asked Ursula if she had any concerns
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about the proposal. Ursula responded, “I’ve had to do a lot of changes because I did literary
studies, and I’ve more recently moved into rhetorical studies, so I’m always concerned that the
rhetoric just isn’t there.” Since procedural participation involves adopting and using genrespecific tools (Prior, 1998, pp. 102-103), Ursula’s concern about correctly using rhetorical
discourse is consistent with the procedural level (Prior, 1998, pp. 102-103), which usually occurs
within a classroom setting as students learn the tools of that discipline. Ursula should have
moved beyond this level of participation, yet her recent change to the new discourse community
placed her at a level that might be more common among master’s level students who are starting
their programs.
This lack of confidence seemed to dog her even through her third session with Sylvia
when she was preparing to present parts of her dissertation at a rhetoric conference. While goal
setting at the beginning of the session, Ursula reiterated she was concerned that “the rhetorical
analysis aspect is strong enough and that it does not verge into aesthetic considerations or
anything more literary, [such as] literary analysis.” On the one hand, Ursula saw a clear
distinction between the discourse communities, which meant she was prepared to think like a
rhetorical scholar and she was unlikely to exhibit negative transfer of learning. On the other
hand, she had not yet obtained fluency in the new discourse and this affected her confidence.
Ursula’s lack of confidence showed up in other areas of her sessions. She was often
jittery during the sessions, bouncing a foot up and down while she read parts of her paper aloud.
She did not maintain eye contact with Sylvia most of the time, preferring to stare at her draft
instead. Also, during sessions, Ursula frequently stopped reading her texts mid-sentence to point

86
out flaws in grammar, cohesion, organization, or sentence length. Yet none of these tendencies
kept her from deep-level participation in the rhetorical discourse community as she submitted a
proposal to a rhetoric conference. In other words, confidence or perceptions of writing
preparation may have no bearing on whether graduate students participate in disciplinary
discourse. This was also true regardless of whether a student was a NES or NNES.

NES vs. NNES

Chi-square tests revealed no statistically significant differences in the mean response
scores for NES versus NNES students, even though it seems NES students expressed more
confidence in their ability to write at the graduate level than NNES students (statement E). If the
survey for the current study had generated more responses, a statistically significant relationship
may have been found. With this caveat in mind, there are some interesting trends in the
responses for statements C and D, which may be linked to the differences in responses for
statement E (Table 4).
When it came to confidence in their writing (statement E), NES students had a mean
score of 4.15 compared to the NNES students’ score of 3.24. In addition, a larger group of NES
students selected 5 (mostly agree) compared to NNES students who selected 4 (somewhat agree).
NNES students’ lower degree of confidence could be explained by their answers to statement C
(prepared to write at the graduate level) and statement D (similarity between undergraduate and
graduate writing). NES students agreed more strongly with statement C (mean = 3.8, mode = 4,
SD = 1.05) than NNES students (mean = 3.24, mode = 4, SD = 1.19), but this could be attributed
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to language proficiency. NNES students may have had adequate exposure to disciplinary
discourse in their home countries, but using a foreign language to contribute to the knowledgemaking activities of a discourse community can be daunting. Thus, it is possible that NNES
students tended to feel neutral or only somewhat agree that they were prepared to write at the
graduate level.

Table 4: Writing Preparation and Confidence (NES vs. NNES)

Statement
C. "Upon entering graduate school, I was
prepared for the type of writing I had to
complete in my courses."

NES (N = 59)
NNES (N = 21)
Mean Mode SD Mean Mode SD
3.8
4
1.05 3.24
4
1.19

D. "The writing I do in my graduate courses is
similar to the writing I did as an
undergraduate."

2.81

4

1.21

2.14

2

0.99

E. "I feel confident in my ability to write
within my discipline."

4.15

5

0.92

3.24

4

1.02

In addition, NES saw a higher degree of similarity in the writing performed at the
undergraduate level compared to the graduate level (statement D). NES students had mean scores
of 2.81 compared to NNES mean scores of 2.14, but the mode for NES students was 4
(somewhat agree) while the mode for NNES students was 2 (somewhat disagree). In other
words, while both groups tended to feel neutral or somewhat disagree that writing was the same
between undergraduate and graduate programs, NNES students had a higher concentration of
participants who somewhat disagreed. However, since the chi-square tests did not reveal any
statistical significance in these differences, this is merely speculation. It is possible that these

88
opinions may reflect the differences between L1 and L2 writing styles, conventions, and
preparation, but this cannot be proven based on the current data.
EAP and contrastive rhetoric scholars have analyzed the differences between L1 and L2
writing for over 30 years in an attempt to explain interference or negative learning transfer.
Kaplan (1967) was one of the first to use contrastive rhetoric to compare texts. In one study,
Kaplan (1967) found that English students tend to organize their ideas through coordination and
subordination, whereas Arabic students tend to use parallelism (p. 12). Purves (1986) later
compared NES and NNES texts based on six characteristics: personal vs. impersonal tone,
ornamented vs. plain language, abstract vs. concrete language, single vs. multiple main points,
and propositional vs. appositional patterns (pp. 42-43). He concluded that
students have learned to become members of the rhetorical community that dominates
their education system. When they enter another system, they are asked to participate as
full-fledged members of the second system without fully knowing what its rules and
conditions might be. In the United States, most non-native students have learned a good
bit of grammar and lexicon of English, but they have seldom been taught about the
patterns of organization and style expected of academic writers in the United States. (pp.
49-50)
Leki (1991) explained these differences as rhetorical structures that are aimed at specific
audiences and advised EAP teachers to use contrastive rhetoric to show NNES students “how
structures promote meaning in texts” (p.135).
Some scholars have pointed to cultural differences to explain why NNES writers might
struggle to write in another language. For example, in a study of graduate students enrolled in a
British management program, Hayes and Introna (2005) found that international students from
Greece, India, China, Indonesia, France, Pakistan, and other countries had different views on
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plagiarism. For example, students from Asian, Chinese, and Greek countries stated that their
universities expected students to demonstrate their ability to recall information on tests.
Therefore, they thought it was appropriate to use lecture notes and textbook material verbatim on
tests with “minimal or no interpretation or commentary expected from the student” (p. 225).
Wu and Rubin (2000) stated that North American and Chinese cultural values are
different. American students are guided by “the ethos of individualism that dictates that every
individual must be independent and autonomous” (p. 151) while Chinese students are
characterized as having a more collectivistic mindset. As such, Wu and Rubin (2000) noted that
much of the existing literature on Chinese students described them as “having difficulties writing
their topic statement at the beginning, expressing personal views, and demonstrating academic
assertiveness” (p. 151).
While the impact of cultural differences on writing has been hotly contested (Connor,
2002, p. 504), most of these scholars agree that there are differences between L1 and L2 writing.
The current survey responses might suggest that NNES students were aware of these differences,
which is why they saw less of a connection between their undergraduate writing and graduatelevel writing (statement D). For NES students, many of the differences may have been largely
invisible based on their shared assumptions of writing, developed through their years within the
American education system. However, due to the relatively low response rate of the surveys and
the lack of statistical significance in different responses, this is merely speculation.
It is possible that NNES students felt less prepared to write at the graduate level and saw
less similarity between the writing they performed in their home countries and the writing they
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must perform within an American graduate program. While still somewhat confident in their
ability to write within their disciplines, NNES students expressed less confidence in their writing
than their NES counterparts.
Pamela was the only international student who participated in the case studies. Although
her sessions spent more time on word choice and grammatical rules, she had 64 discussions
about grammar and punctuation whereas Ursula’s sessions addressed this topic 69 times and
Edward’s sessions focused on this topic 124 times. The difference is that Sylvia spent more time
explaining the rules of grammar to Pamela than she did for Ursula or Edward. For example,
Sylvia and Pamela worked on Pamela’s teaching philosophy during their first recorded session.
Sylvia often clarified grammatical rules or offered a definition for vocabulary, as was the case
for this following excerpt:
Sylvia:

Pamela:
Sylvia:
Pamela:
Sylvia:

A room is a physical space. “Teaching classes,” “leading art classes,” or
“teaching and leading in art classrooms” if you want the physical space. So,
are you focusing on students or are you focusing on the spaces?
I think I focus on like teaching and then leading.
Okay.
So that’ll be “classes”?
Yes, because that would be groups of people rather than physical spaces
because you can’t teach the actual room.

In contrast, Sylvia spent less time discussing grammar with Edward, and she often
pointed out grammatical or punctuation errors with a quick explanation. During their first
session, after Edward paused in his reading, Sylvia pointed to his paper and said, “Officials. We
only have one here.” Sometimes, after Edward read an entire paragraph, Sylvia would point out
several errors at the same time:
Okay. I’m not sure about that comma. “Dominant models of decision,” no S, “decision-

91
making would suggest the sensitivity as a result of strategic behavior to achieve the
policy preference. Out of fear, the other political branches will override the decision.” No
comma, “or to simply uphold the dominant political coalition.” One coalition or many
coalitions?
Edward responded by jotting the corrections on his draft, often saying nothing more than “okay.”
He did not need to ask Sylvia for further explanation because he understood the underlying rules.
Despite her need for more explanation on the rules of grammar, Pamela never seemed to
lack confidence in her writing. Pamela rarely stopped reading mid-sentence to offer corrections
or question her own wording as Ursula, an NES student, had. Although Pamela was highly
proficient in English, she still struggled to incorporate some vocabulary and to use articles,
prepositions, and verb tenses correctly. She easily accepted grammar correction and did not seem
self-conscious of her level of English proficiency. Furthermore, her proficiency did not prevent
her from participating in disciplinary discourse. Her third session with Sylvia focused on writing
conference and grant funding proposals, which are indicators of deep participation in disciplinary
discourse.

Confidence, Writing Preparation, and Learning Transfer

The relatively high confidence graduate students expressed on survey item 6 seems
somewhat baffling at first glance, as all the participants had actively sought writing support.
Conventional wisdom would indicate that support is sought when the individual perceives
something is lacking. However, the results indicated that graduate students did not lack
confidence in their ability to perform at this level. In other words, they thought they had the
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necessary skills and sought writing support anyway. This trend could reflect the desire to get
feedback on writing, which is not necessarily a sign of deficient writing. Even published authors
often seek feedback on their work. Furthermore, graduate students perceived themselves as
adequately prepared to write at this level, even though there is some evidence that negative
transfer of learning could have occurred for master’s level students who saw similarities between
their undergraduate and graduate level writing. Therefore, apart from a class requirement or
recommendation, graduate students seem to seek writing support for reasons other than their
preparation or confidence. Chapter 5 will explore this issue in more detail as it relates to writing
centers.

Perspectives on Program-Specific Writing Support and Expectations

The second research question asked, “What are graduate students’ perceptions of the
writing support offered by their programs?” As indicated by item 7 on the survey, graduate
students viewed the current level of writing support positively and agreed that disciplinary
writing expectations were clearly stated by the graduate school, professors, syllabi, and writing
prompts (Table 5). Most of the responses were either a 4 (somewhat agree) or 5 (strongly agree)
with means ranging from 3.29 (professors offer writing models) to 4.04 (professors clearly
communicate expectations). Given the high level of agreement with these statements, it is
unlikely that graduate students seek out writing support due to unclear expectations or feedback.
However, it is possible that while graduate students were happy with the quality of the
expectations and feedback, these may not have had the cumulative effect graduate students
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desire.

Table 5: Item 7 – Program-Specific Writing Expectations/Faculty Feedback (N = 80)
Statement

Mean

Mode

SD

A. "The type of writing I have to perform at the graduate level
is clearly communicated in my department's handbook."

3.65

4

0.94

B. "The type of writing I have to perform is clearly
communicated in course descriptions."

3.83

4

1.06

C. "Writing expectations and standards are consistent from
course to course."

3.63

4

1.05

D. "Most of my professors clearly communicate their
expectations for writing in their classes in their syllabi."

3.89

4

1.1

E. "Most of my professors clearly communicate their
expectations for writing in their assignments."

4.04

5

1.11

F. "Most of my professors offer clear feedback that helps me
improve my writing at the graduate level."

3.83

4

1.16

G. "Most of my professors offer examples of the type of writing
they expect me to perform at the graduate level."

3.29

4

1.29

H. "Most of my professors are preparing me for the type of
writing I expect to perform after I graduate."

3.88

5

1.18

Eyres et al. (2001) found that doctoral nursing students saw their assignments from a
longitudinal perspective rather than as isolated, unrelated tasks that varied from class to class. In
other words, they wanted courses that worked cumulatively toward their progression into the
nursing profession. Eyres et al. (2001) explained, “It is from this position of an anticipated
longitudinal process of change that students try to figure out what they are supposed to be
learning from an assignment, and they look to the teacher’s critique for cumulative growth” (p.
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150). These students were less concerned with a professor’s ability to be a writing coach than his
or her ability to be a “guide” into the “scholarly community” (p. 155). It is difficult to fulfill
these needs on a course-by-course basis where graduate students may encounter a relatively
small number of professors, but they occasionally receive conflicting or unhelpful feedback.
Graduate students may need a systematic approach to feedback that follows them throughout
their graduate programs. Although the mean scores for item 7 were relatively high, the lowest
scores were for statements A (department handbook), C (consistent standards from class to
class), and G (professors offer writing models). For statement A (department handbook), it is
possible that some departments do not use this written resource, which outlines the policies and
procedures of a graduate program, including writing requirements. Thus, the relatively low mean
scores for statement A could be a result of graduate students who are in programs where there is
no handbook. It is also possible that the relatively low scores for these three statements indicate
less satisfaction with the cumulative effects of the feedback and expectations.
Furthermore, in Nelson et al.’s (2012) study on the best forms of writing support, they
clearly favored faculty feedback over all other forms of support. However, they recognized that it
was not possible to increase the amount of feedback based on professors’ busy research and
teaching demands. In particular, Nelson et al. (2012) pointed out that professors could aim for
more intensive writing in their classes and provide more models of expected writing, and “this
faculty review approach has the strength of providing high-level feedback, but the limitation of
requiring extensive faculty time and effort” (p. 377). In the end, the researchers recommended
using a checklist to increase the amount of feedback.
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Item 10 asked participants what type of writing support they wanted in their graduate
programs. Graduate students were offered eight options and were allowed to select more than
one option. According to Table 6, their top four choices were a dissertation/thesis workshop
(58.8%), writing/editing/proofreading checklists (51.3%), writing workshops (45%), and
feedback from professors (42.86%).

Table 6: Types of Writing Support Requested (N = 80)
Category
Dissertation / Thesis workshop
Writing / Editing / Proofreading checklists
Writing workshops
Feedback from professors
Peer writing groups
Mentoring
Introductory writing class
Writing handbooks

Responses
47
58.8%
41
51.3%
36
45.0%
34
42.5%
23
28.8%
22
27.5%
21
26.3%
21
26.3%

Most of these categories have some form of verbal or written feedback built into them,
except for checklists and handbooks. While the data support Nelson et al.’s (2012)
recommendation of a checklist, graduate students in my survey had a relatively lower preference
for faculty feedback, which further supports their satisfaction with the quality of existing
feedback, as indicated by survey item 7. This may also suggest that they want writing support
that offers them more control over their writing. Faculty feedback, mentoring, and introductory
writing classes tend to have a built-in hierarchy where graduate students may perceive
themselves as receivers of knowledge rather than co-contributors.
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The next two sections examine the differences in item 7 responses between master’s level
versus doctoral students and NES versus NNES students as they pertain to the quantity and
quality of feedback they receive within their programs.

Master’s Level vs. Doctoral Students

The results of the chi-square tests showed no significant statistical differences in the
mean scores of master’s level versus doctoral students. Yet doctoral students tended to somewhat
agree with statements about professor feedback and expectations compared to master’s level
students who strongly agreed with the same statements (Table 7), which may reflect attitudes
about writing for dissertations versus writing for courses.

Table 7: Perceptions of Professor Feedback/Expectations (MA vs. PhD)

Statement

Master's Level
(N = 38)
Mean Mode SD

Doctoral
(N = 42)
Mean Mode SD

E. "Most of my professors clearly
communicate their expectations for writing in
their assignments."

4.18

5

0.97

3.9

4

1.11

F. "Most of my professors offer clear
feedback that helps me improve my writing at
the graduate level."
G. "Most of my professors offer examples of
the type of writing they expect me to perform
at the graduate level."

4

5

1.08

3.67

4

1.21

3.37

4

1.35

3.21

3

1.23

While courses, theses, and dissertations represent assessed forms of writing, courses rely
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more heavily on graded assessment. Theses and dissertations are usually pass or fail.
Furthermore, theses may last for a single semester, but dissertations usually cover several years
of research and writing. Since doctoral students may not be enrolled for courses and may not
view their dissertations as an assignment for a course, they are further removed from graded
assessment. In other words, they may have viewed all three statements more neutrally than
master’s level students, as shown by doctoral students’ mean scores of 3.9, 3.67, and 3.21 for
statements E, F, and G, respectively. Again, this is merely speculation as the statistical tests
revealed no significance in the differences for the survey data.
When it came to the case study data, doctoral students seemed to have a clear idea of
their committees’ expectations for their writing despite Autry and Carter’s (2015) argument that
dissertations may be a somewhat occluded genre since no two dissertations are the same. All
three case study subjects frequently referred to feedback from their dissertation committees,
which meant they had a clear sense of their committees’ expectations. Both Edward and Ursula
were working on their dissertation proposals for their first sessions, and both discussed their
dissertation chairs’ expectations for the format, length, and required content. In addition, Ursula
mentioned the varying expectations from her committee members based on their areas of
specialty, which supports the view that dissertation expectations are often negotiated between
writers and their committees (Autry & Carter, 2015).
However, Pamela struggled with her dissertation chair’s expectations for her data
chapter. She was unsure how to present case study data from over 20 participants, and she did
not have any models from her department to help her organize the chapter. During their second
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session, Sylvia pulled several dissertation examples from previous students to show Pamela her
options for presenting qualitative data. Thus, Pamela may be representative of doctoral students
who feel neutral about their dissertation chairs’ ability to provide models (statement G). This
neutral response could reflect the participants’ uncertainty about how a model could help their
writing or problems with their dissertation chairs (Bloom, 1981, p. 106).
On the other hand, graded papers are important to master’s level students’ continued
enrollment in a program, which is one reason why they are motivated to seek writing support
(Alter & Adkins, 2001, p. 502). They are dependent on clear expectations and relevant feedback
to perform well on papers. Master’s level students in the current study, regardless of discipline,
were happy with their professors’ writing expectations and feedback. Yet, even master’s level
students felt somewhat neutral about their professors’ ability to provide models of how they were
supposed to write. Although Lavelle and Bushrow (2007) explained that providing models is one
of the most important steps in providing writing support (p. 818), students’ tendency to feel
neutral about these models may reflect their uncertainty of how these models could help them.

NES vs. NNES

The results of the chi-square tests revealed no significant statistical differences in the
mean response scores for NES and NNES students, even though both tended to view programbased writing expectations positively. The mean scores for both groups tended to be close for
each statement under item 7, but there were some differences in the modes for statements A, D,
F, and G (Table 8). NNES students had a higher mode for every statement except statement A
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(expectations communicated in department handbook), which may reflect differences in how
these two groups view or seek support for their writing as previously indicated by Dong (1998).
In a survey of graduate students and their advisors, Dong (1998) found that NNES writers
tended to be more isolated and seek less help from outside sources than their NES counterparts
(p. 384). Although professors felt they devoted more time to providing feedback to NNES
students than NES students, NNES students felt that they received less contact and support (p.
384). However, the differences in the modes are not statistically significant enough to support or
contradict Dong’s findings.

Table 8: Perceptions of Professor Feedback/Expectations (NES vs. NNES)
NES
(N = 59)
Mean Mode

SD

NNES
(N = 21)
Mean Mode SD

A. "The type of writing I have to perform at
the graduate level is clearly communicated in
my department's handbook."

3.75

4

0.95

3.38

3

0.84

D. "Most of my professors clearly
communicate their expectations for writing in
their classes in their syllabi."
F. "Most of my professors offer clear
feedback that helps me improve my writing at
the graduate level."
G. "Most of my professors offer examples of
the type of writing they expect me to perform
at the graduate level."

3.88

4

1.07

3.9

5

1.15

3.71

4

1.14

4.14

5

1.17

3.34

3

1.28

3.14

4

1.28

Statement

NNES students tended to feel neutral about statement A (expectations communicated in
department handbook) while NES students tended to somewhat agree. This neutrality could
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reflect Dong’s (1998) observation that NNES students exhibited “a limited use . . . of published
resources, like a thesaurus or a publication guide” (p. 380) or that some graduate departments
simply do not have this resource. Instead, NNES students seem to prefer human contact to
printed resources, which may explain why large groups of NNES students selected strongly
agree for statements D (professors clearly communicate expectations in syllabi) and F
(professors offer clear feedback), and they somewhat agreed with statement G (professors
provide examples of writing). In short, both NES and NNES felt supported by their professors
and departments, but it is possible that NNES students relied more on their professors. Until a
larger sample size shows statistically significant results, this is merely speculation.
NNES students’ desire for human contact when it comes to writing support could explain
why 46% of the writers who used the writing center in this study were NNES. This statistic and
the responses to survey item 7 seem to support Dong’s (1998) observation that when NNES
students seek outside help, they tend to seek out “their advisors or the Writing Center in the
English department” (p. 380). However, it should be noted that Dong also indicated that NNES
students rarely seek outside support and instead prefer to rely on someone from their own
country (p. 380), which implies that writing centers should hire more diverse tutors if they wish
to help this population of students.

More Models and Consistent Feedback Needed

When comparing the results between master’s level and doctoral students and NES and
NNES students, the survey and case study data might indicate a need for more writing models at
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the graduate level and more consistent feedback. Although graduate students in the study were
happy with the expectations and feedback provided within their courses and programs, there
seems to be room for improvement. Writing support, regardless of whether it exists within the
disciplines or the writing center, can easily supplement the feedback professors provide these
students. The implications of these findings will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 6.

Conclusion

In response to Research Questions 1 and 2, the data in this chapter indicate that students
view themselves as prepared for writing at the graduate level, even though their definitions of
being prepared for disciplinary writing may change as they progress in their disciplines.
Professors perceptions that they are underprepared may be partially explained by negative
learning transfer when these students, particularly master’s level students, see too many
similarities between undergraduate and graduate writing.
However, faculty promote positive learning transfer with feedback and clear expectations
while helping students adjust to their discourse communities, which in turn boosts their
confidence. Graduate students view professor feedback and program expectations positively, but
they seemed to indicate there was room for improvement, such as the use of writing models and
consistent standards of feedback from course to course. NNES students required personal contact
more than written feedback, which is why they tended to rely more on their professors and
services such as the writing center.
Therefore, graduate students may use a writing center, not out of a sense of
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underpreparedness or lack of confidence but because they see it as an extension of the clear and
helpful feedback offered by their professors or programs. It is also possible that these students
view writing centers as able to provide more detailed feedback or other incentives that their
professors and programs cannot. As mentioned earlier, published authors often seek feedback, so
it is possible that graduate student writers seek similar affirmation. In other words, they wish to
know that their writing is clearly understood by a reader. Chapter 5 examines how writing
centers serve this population of students and uses the survey, document analysis, and case study
data to answer Research Questions 3 and 4.

CHAPTER 5: GRADUATE STUDENT WRITERS AND THE WRITING CENTER

Chapter 4 discussed how graduate students in the current study expressed that they were
prepared to write at the graduate level and confident in their ability to communicate within their
discourse communities. Although survey data indicated that NNES students preferred human
contact over written contact, the previous chapter offered a partial reason why the graduate
students in this study sought writing support. This chapter analyzes survey, document analysis,
and case study data in response to Research Questions 3 and 4 and offers more reasons why
graduate students come to a writing center and what sort of help they expect to receive. This
chapter also considers how writing centers offer support that is different from increased faculty
feedback, writing seminars, writing-intensive classes, and editing and proofreading checklists.

Graduate Student Genres in the Writing Center

The fourth research question asked, “What genres of writing do graduate students bring
to a writing center, and how do these genres inform the types of support a writing center could
offer?” Out of the 630 texts I coded in the writing center, research papers (109), essays (92),
theses (80), and dissertations (68) were the most common during the 2015-2016 academic year
(Table 9). With the exception of theses and dissertations, these findings are consistent with
previous studies (Bridgeman & Carlson, 1983; Canseco & Byrd, 1989; Casanave & Hubbard,

104
1992; Cooper & Bikowski, 2007; Hale et al., 1995). As mentioned in Chapter 2, none of the
previous studies tracked theses or dissertations.

Table 9: Top Genres
Genre
Research Paper
Essay
Thesis
Dissertation
Case Study
Article/Book Review
Application Materials
Proposal/Plan
Unstructured Writing
Essay Test
Journal Article
Short Task
Creative Writing
Curriculum Vitae
Personal Correspondence
Summary / Abstract
Other
Lab Report

Documents
109
92
80
68
49
47
44
36
33
19
11
11
8
6
6
5
4
2
630

Based on the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, many of the EAP scholars who studied
graduate-level genres did so to anticipate the type of writing that NNES students would need in
their programs. When these studies are combined, they provide a roadmap of how much graduate
students must write, what types of information or evidence they must incorporate, and how that
information should be presented. For example, Canseco and Byrd (1989) found that business
graduate students wrote an average of two papers per semester. Casanave and Hubbard (1992)
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found that graduate students in the humanities and social sciences focused more on reading and
interpreting texts while graduate students in the sciences and technology focused on concrete,
observable facts in the real world. Hale et al. (1995) clarified the distinction between these two
groups by characterizing the former as working primarily with qualitative data while the latter
works primarily with quantitative data.
A classification of genres does more than catalog the format of the writing, as the type of
paper can also indicate the type of skills the writer will be expected to demonstrate (Bridgeman
& Carlson, 1983, p. 4; Hale et al., 1995, p. 1; Horowitz, 1986, p. 453). The current study defined
the genres based on a long line of previous studies culminating with Cooper and Bikowski
(2007), as indicated in Chapters 2 and 3. In each subsequent study, the definitions were refined
and narrowed to make identification easier.
While this methodology has a degree of subjectivity to it, the genres still suggest a set of
skills that the graduate writers had to demonstrate as part of the assessment for their classes and
programs, and as such, these classifications are useful for both educators and tutors. EAP
educators used previous results to create curriculum to prepare NNES students for writing at the
graduate level. Similarly, writing centers can use these results to determine how many sessions
and tutors are required to meet the needs of graduate students based on the task’s degree of
complexity and the disciplinary differences.

Increasing Degrees of Complexity

It could be said that research papers, essays, dissertations, and theses share similar
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characteristics but have different purposes. All these require the writer to take a position and use
evidence to support that position, but they have different requirements when it comes to length,
use of sources, and the breadth and depth of information or argumentation it takes to fulfill the
writing task. As Lavelle and Bushrow (2007) have indicated, graduate students face a whole new
level of writing challenges that require “greater emphasis on depth and breadth, demand for
genre competence, and often expectation for publication, merely reporting or ‘summarising’ are
insufficient” (p. 809). Since essays require the least amount of writing and research, often
substituting opinion and experience (Bridgeman & Carlson, 1983, p. 14) for an established
source or more rigorous evidence, it is unlikely that Lavelle and Bushrow would have seen this
genre as meeting the demands of graduate study as they envisioned it. Yet this genre must have
some place or purpose at the graduate level because it occurs frequently, both in the current
study and previous studies. A comparison of these four genres reveals a continuum in the
complexity of writing and research required for assessment:
•

Essay: A composition that calls for exposition of a thesis and is composed of
several paragraphs including an introduction, a body, and a conclusion. It is
different from a research paper in that the synthesis of bibliographic sources is not
required. Also, essays tend to be fewer than five pages and include five or fewer
general sources (e.g., web sites, newspapers, magazines, blogs).

•

Research paper: A paper that incorporates and synthesizes information from
multiple bibliographic sources. These papers tend to resemble essays, except that
they are much longer (>5 to 20+ pages) and focus on more scholarly sources (e.g.,
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peer-reviewed articles, recent scholarship, or theory).
•

Thesis: Similar to research papers and dissertations but falls somewhere between
the two in page length (>20 but <100 pages) and is written for the completion of a
master’s program.

•

Dissertation: Similar to research papers and theses but much longer (typically >
100 pages) and written for completion of a doctoral program.

Therefore, the data from this study suggest that as students move from writing essays to research
papers to theses and dissertations, they face greater cognitive demands. They must integrate
increasing amounts of research, establish existing connections between sources, and make new
ones. They must organize increasing amounts of data and information, paying attention to the
audience expectations (genre) and how that information fits within the activities of their
discourse community (participation). This increasing complexity is supported by the number of
writing center visits each genre required (Table 10).
On average, graduate students who brought dissertations scheduled 16 appointments
compared to just over seven sessions for a thesis and five sessions for a research paper. Essays,
one of the writing tasks that required the least from writers, averaged 2.5 sessions for each paper.
These averages suggest how much time a writing center must invest in helping graduate students
depending on the types of genres. The relatively high support time required for tutoring
dissertation writers has been noted in previous writing center research (Powers, 1995, p. 13), but
the current study offers quantitative data to show approximately how many 30-minute tutoring
sessions were required to support each type of genre. If writing center directors can code the

108
documents students bring to their centers, they can perform a similar analysis, which would help
with scheduling and tutor training.

Table 10: Sessions Required per Genre
Genre
Dissertation
Essay Test
Journal Article
Proposal/Plan
Thesis
Research Paper
Case Study
Personal Correspondence
Curriculum Vitae
Application Materials
Short Task
Summary / Abstract
Unstructured Writing
Article/Book Review
Essay
Lab Report
Creative Writing

Documents Sessions AVG
68
1088
16.0
19
204
10.7
11
106
9.6
36
301
8.4
80
580
7.3
109
569
5.2
49
249
5.1
6
25
4.2
6
22
3.7
44
159
3.6
11
39
3.5
5
15
3.0
33
88
2.7
47
119
2.5
92
232
2.5
2
5
2.5
8
16
2.0

The genres represented in Table 10 suggest longer documents, requiring more breadth
and depth of research and analysis, also require more tutoring time. For the most part, the writing
demands decrease in complexity when fewer sessions are required. Therefore, genres at the top
of Table 10 could be considered relatively more complex than genres toward the bottom. There
are, of course, some exceptions which require further explanation. For example, it seems odd that
lab reports would require only 2.5 sessions or be considered less complex than personal
correspondence, which required 4.2 sessions on average, yet lab reports are lower in Table 10. It
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is likely that there were too few documents in either category to get an accurate estimate. Two
NNES students brought the personal correspondence genres I coded for the current study. I have
worked with both students in my role as a writing center tutor, and I know from working with
them that they wrestled with English proficiency as they composed these letters and e-mails for
professors in their programs and parents at the schools where they taught. In each case, the
writers wanted to get the language and grammar exactly right because they worried that the
audience might judge them incompetent if they used the wrong word or had poor punctuation.
This genre was not used by previous EAP scholars since personal correspondence is not assigned
in graduate courses.
The average 10.7 sessions for an essay test also seems to be too high, especially when
compared to theses (7.3 sessions) or research papers (5.2 sessions), yet the results indicated that
essay tests were somewhat labor intensive. This relatively high tutoring time commitment can be
explained by education program requirements. Education graduate students brought more than
half of the essay tests recorded by my document analysis. These tests were often over 20 pages in
length. Again, from my tutoring experience and after making some inquiries of the writing center
director, I discovered that the Education program administers doctoral candidacy exams as takehome tests, which students can bring to the writing center for grammar and punctuation editing
only. Writing center tutors are not allowed to help these students with content. Therefore, this
genre may be an anomaly when compared to writing centers at other universities.
The rest of the genres in Table 10 do seem to follow a general rule of increasing
complexity requiring more tutoring time. Genres at the bottom of the table (e.g., essays,
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unstructured writing, creative writing, article/book reviews) required less research than those at
the top (e.g., dissertations, journal articles, theses, research papers). With the exception of lab
reports, the lower genres also seem to be more dependent on summary and require less analysis
or complex argumentation. Some of these genres seem to be smaller assignments that support the
genres above them, as indicated by Cooper and Bikowski (2007, pp. 218-219). For example, an
article/book review could support the beginning stages of research, leading to literature reviews
(not included as a genre in the study), which become part of research papers. In some disciplines,
such as the social sciences or English, the research paper may form one of the chapters in a
dissertation. Knowing how various programs scaffold their assignments may help writing center
directors and tutors assist graduate students with viewing how each piece of writing contributes
to their emerging disciplinary expertise. The next section takes a closer look at the differences in
genres between the various graduate colleges that participated in the current study.

Writing Tasks by Graduate College

Most of the documents recorded by the analysis came from the graduate colleges of
education (ED, 273), language arts and sciences (LAS, 190), visual and performing arts (VPA,
64), and health and human sciences (HHS, 76). There were fewer than 30 documents found for
the remaining graduate colleges: business (3), electrical engineering technology (22), and law
(2). Table 11 shows a comparison of genres brought by students from the top four colleges.
Research papers were important to all four groups, but this does not imply that the
rhetorical elements are the same for each discipline (Cooper & Bikowski, 2007, p. 219). What
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counted as an acceptable source or argument could have varied widely depending on the
discipline. What is more likely is that research papers are stressed in several disciplines because
writing and research are key elements for assessment at this level (Bloom, 1981, p. 116; Hale et
al., 1995, p. 46). The presence of many research papers may indicate a relatively high number of
graduate students were still taking courses rather than working on theses or dissertations.

Table 11: Comparison of Genres by Graduate College
ED
HHS
LAS
VPA
Genre
Texts
%
Texts
%
Texts
%
Texts
%
Application Materials
11
4.0%
1
1.3%
21
11.1%
8
12.5%
Article/Book Review
27
9.9%
3
3.9%
15
7.9%
2
3.1%
Case Study
30
11.0%
3
3.9%
5
2.6%
8
12.5%
Curriculum Vitae
1
0.4%
0
0.0%
2
1.1%
3
4.7%
Dissertation
51
18.7%
0
0.0%
12
6.3%
4
6.3%
Essay
27
9.9%
24
31.6%
32
16.8%
9
14.1%
Essay Test
10
3.7%
3
3.9%
4
2.1%
1
1.6%
Journal Article
2
0.7%
0
0.0%
7
3.7%
2
3.1%
Research Paper
33
12.1%
18
23.7%
42
22.1%
12
18.8%
Other
2
0.7%
0
0.0%
1
0.5%
1
1.6%
Proposal/Plan
15
5.5%
2
2.6%
12
6.3%
7
10.9%
Personal Correspondence
2
0.7%
2
2.6%
2
1.1%
0
0.0%
Summary/Abstract
0
0.0%
0
0.0%
4
2.1%
1
1.6%
Short Task
4
1.5%
5
6.6%
1
0.5%
1
1.6%
Thesis
51
18.7%
0
0.0%
14
7.4%
2
3.1%
Unstructured Writing
7
2.6%
15
19.7%
8
4.2%
3
4.7%
Total 273
76
190
64

When analyzing the data by college, some differences appeared due to the way different
departments sequence their assignments. For example, ED and LAS students brought a relatively
high number of article/book reviews, 9.9% and 7.9% respectively. These reviews often lay the
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groundwork for larger assignments. ED students reviewed several books and articles prior to
writing a thesis or dissertation proposal. Knowing how a graduate program scaffolds assignments
could influence how tutors assist writers. If the text is viewed as an isolated assignment, tutors
might be able to provide genre assistance (i.e., what is typically summarized or critiqued and
how the review is often formatted or organized), but they could miss the larger significance of
the role of the assignment. If the text is viewed as an important step toward a thesis or
dissertation, the tutor could ask questions that may assist in research (i.e., How does this article
fit in with your study? What does this article/book review not cover that your study will address?
How does the methodology in this article inform your own work?). This long-range perspective
could also help graduate student writers plan their future projects.
A comparison of genres within specific colleges could be used to predict an increase in
the number of future tutoring sessions. For example, HHS students had a high number of essays
(31.6%) and research papers (23.7%), but none of these students were working on a thesis or
capstone.2 Capstone projects, like theses, are longer papers with original research that occur at
the culmination of a master’s degree program. As the third highest college to use the writing
center’s services, it is likely that they would see an increase in these genres in future semesters
with a corresponding drop in research papers and essays. This shift in genres would require more
tutors and sessions to assist these students. If this data were tracked year by year, writing center
directors could use the data to anticipate changes in tutoring demand and areas of expertise.
These changes would instruct staffing, training, and scheduling decisions.

2

The HHS college did not have a doctoral program at the time of the study, so there were no dissertations recorded,
even though the PhD is now offered in Health Sciences at NIU.
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Finally, there was a small number of occluded genres brought to the writing center.
Application materials (7%), which include personal statements, were previously established as
an occluded genre by Ding (2007). Depending on the guidelines provided by specific graduate
colleges, the plan/proposal (5.7%) genre may also be somewhat occluded. Department
handbooks may or may not give guidelines for writing dissertation or thesis proposals, and there
may not be many available models for students to examine. In the English department of the
university being studied, for example, thesis and dissertation proposals’ length, organization, and
content could vary widely, depending on the student’s committee. Based on anecdotal evidence,
some students may write a dissertation proposal of 5 to 10 pages while others write proposals
that are more than 20 to 30 pages. For example, in Ursula’s case study, she said in her first
session that her committee was expecting a 10-minute presentation with notes, but she still
expressed some uncertainty regarding these requirements. Both Ursula and Sylvia referenced
other students’ proposals as a way of clarifying a potentially occluded genre.
In the current study, Sylvia knew the styles and expectations of specific faculty and
graduate colleges, but she alone retained this knowledge. She often verbally communicated
expectations for certain assignments, usually research papers, during writing center meetings.
These communications were prompted by a large group of students scheduling appointments
with the writing center, usually because of a course requirement. However, in the case of thesis
and dissertation committee expectations, Sylvia verbally communicated this information with
individual tutors but never wrote it down. Part of the reason for this is that theses and
dissertations are very specific and committee chairs may have one, many, or no students who use
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the writing center during a semester. Also, since the writing center employed both graduate and
undergraduate student tutors and only the former tended to work with graduate student writers,
there was no need to train all the tutors. Like Sylvia, many of the graduate student tutors
probably had knowledge of specific committee members’ expectations or department
preferences, but they did not communicate this knowledge to other tutors.

Summary of Document Analysis Findings

The results of the document analysis reveal that graduate students in the study needed the
most help with research papers, the backbone of most courses at the graduate level. Graduate
students who bring these papers to a writing center may be looking for help that will boost their
grades, but there are opportunities for long-term disciplinary participation as tutors could ask
writers how their research papers inform their upcoming theses or dissertations. In addition, the
document analysis revealed that the type of genre determines the number of sessions that
graduate students will need. The more complex the writing task, the more sessions the writer will
need to schedule. Knowing the types of genres that graduate students are bringing to a writing
center can help administrative staff determine how many tutors are needed to staff the center and
how those tutoring resources should be allocated.

Why Graduate Students Came to the Writing Center

The third research question asked, “What motivates graduate students to use the tutoring
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services at a writing center and what kinds of support do they desire?” The results of the
document analysis, survey data, and case study data closely match previous studies that found
graduate students schedule sessions at a writing center due to referrals from professors (Alter &
Adkins, 2001, p. 501), the desire to improve their grades (Alter & Adkins, 2001, p. 501), and the
need for grammatical help (Powers, 1995, p.13). In addition, students in the current study also
scheduled writing center visits to meet psychological needs. The data suggest that the tutor’s
background and the relationship between writers and tutors are vital to successful tutoring
sessions. In fact, graduate students may rely on the tutoring relationship more than
undergraduates, which means they need a tutor who understands their unique research and
writing requirements.

Reasons for Using the Writing Center

Survey item 13, which was optional, asked participants why they used the writing center.
Of the 52 students who completed item 13, the most common reasons given for using the writing
center included proofreading or editing help (28.8%), social connection or feedback (28.8%), a
course requirement (15.3%), general writing skills improvement (11.5%), and grade
improvement (7.6%). The following sections provide examples of the top three reasons. To
present the data as clearly as possible, I assigned each respondent a number and provided the
graduate college, degree level (master’s level vs. doctoral), and language (NES vs. NNES) where
relevant. I have also included relevant data from other survey items and case study data to
support these three reasons.
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Proofreading or Editing Help

Fifteen students (8 NNES, 7 NES) responded they came to the writing center for help
with surface-level error correction or revision, which reflects Powers’s (1995) observation that
graduate students often came to the writing center seeking “quick fixes” (p. 13) or expecting
writing center staff to simply edit their papers while they waited. For example, a master’s level
VPA student said she came “to correct my grammar and punctuation” (Student 10) while a
master’s level ED student wanted the center “to proof my writing” (Student 37). An ED doctoral
student wrote he came “to clean up a paper” (Student 25), and an HHS master’s level student
wanted “to get [a] grammar and construction check for my writing” (Student 31). These
responses could indicate that the students expected the tutors to do most of the work.
However, there were other responses to item 13 that may have indicated the students
viewed the writing center as more than a proofreading service. For example, an ED doctoral
student wanted “assistance with writing in passive voice” (Student 24), and an HHS master’s
level student wrote, “I mostly need help with grammar and APA” (Student 43). The words
“assistance” and “help” could indicate that the students saw themselves and tutors as equal
partners in the editing process. In other words, these last two students probably expected to
shoulder at least some of the editing and proofreading work on their papers.
Responses to survey item 12 also support the view that graduate students primarily came
to the writing center for editing and proofreading assistance for local-level (word or sentence)
revisions. Item 12 offered participants 14 categories of assistance and asked them to select as
many categories as they wanted (Table 12).
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Table 12: Areas of Requested Writing Assistance

Category
Responses
Clarity
59 18%
Grammar / Punctuation
55 16%
Organization
52 16%
Formatting
46 14%
Transitions
23 7%
Narrowing / Expanding
22 7%
Documentation
17 5%
Avoiding plagiarism
16 5%
Thesis construction
15 4%
Prewriting
7 2%
Quote integration
7 2%
Finding sources
6 2%
Understanding the assignment
5 1%
Reading comprehension
4 1%
Total 334

Three out of the four top categories (clarity, grammar/punctuation, and formatting)
directly relate to editing or proofreading with local-level (word or sentence) revisions.
Organization could be interpreted as within paragraphs or the entire document, which could
involve substantial changes in the presentation of the content. However, the categories that most
directly relate to help with content (narrowing/expanding, thesis construction, prewriting, finding
sources, and understanding the assignment) were selected less frequently.
The case study data, as indicated in the previous chapter, show that students received help
with their grammar and punctuation. All the sessions with Edward, Pamela, and Ursula focused
on proofreading and editing at the word or sentence level, but these sessions also focused on
content changes. The dialogue between the tutor and graduate student often switched fluidly
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from an editing discussion to a content issue and back again. However, proofreading/editing
dialogues typically lasted only a few seconds, whereas discussions about content could last
several minutes. For example, during her first session, Pamela worked on her teaching
philosophy and modified the wording. Sylvia and Pamela had dozens of short conversations
about the grammar and punctuation. For the second session, Pamela was working on a chapter
for her dissertation where she had to present qualitative data from over 20 interviews. The entire
session was a content discussion about the various ways Pamela could present the material.
Although writers might need help with grammar and punctuation, the goal of tutoring
sessions remains “to produce better writers, not better writing” (North, 1984, p. 438). While
discussions about grammar and punctuation may help writers produce cleaner products in the
future, the focus of tutoring sessions remains on the writer’s process, and content discussions
seem more likely to accomplish this goal. In other words, graduate writers who come to a writing
center expecting minor editing and proofreading are likely to receive more help than they
bargained for.

Social Connection and Feedback

Fifteen students (2 NNES, 13 NES) expressed a desire for feedback or specifically
mentioned the interaction with their tutors as a benefit. This desire is not surprising as previous
studies have indicated that graduate students struggle with inconsistent guidelines (Alter &
Adkins, 2001, p. 503; Bloom, 1981, p. 106), writing anxiety (Bloom, 1981, p. 104;
Onwuegbuzie, 1997, p. 21), and feelings of isolation (Cuthbert & Spark, 2008, p. 15; Larcombe
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et al., 2007, p. 58). Survey responses indicated these needs were met as part of the social
connection in the tutoring session.
While professor feedback is the preferred mode of writing support for many researchers
(Caffarella & Barnett, 2000; Eyres et al., 2001; Nelson et al., 2012), inconsistent and conflicting
feedback can frustrate graduate students (Caffarella & Barnett, 2000, p. 48). For example, Alter
and Adkins (2001) found that social science faculty at their school had different standards for
assessing writing (p. 503). Students in the current study expressed some discomfort with
inconsistent feedback, but these examples were limited to doctoral students who had to balance
the different expectations of their committee members.
Receiving more feedback seemed to be a larger need. As indicated by Nelson et al.
(2012), professors often have limited time to provide feedback. In the current study, participants
seemed to indicate that they viewed the writing center as a place where they could receive
supplemental feedback. For example, an ED doctoral student stated, “It helps to receive feedback
from knowledgeable peers regarding lengthy, important writing assignments” (Student 3).
Similarly, a master’s level LAS student wrote, “It’s helpful to talk through my ideas with others
and get feedback on my writing that can help me improve as a writer” (Student 4). An ED
doctoral student wrote, “I have found the writing center to be an invaluable resource while
writing my dissertation. It helps just to have someone read the paper aloud and ask questions that
make me think about the clarity of my writing” (Student 23). Finally, a LAS doctoral student
wrote, “It's really great to have someone who is not on my committee offering objective
feedback while also being a cheerleader” (Student 12). The feedback provided by the writing
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center could be substantially different than the feedback these students receive from their
professors, as tutors may not have subject-matter or disciplinary discourse expertise. As pointed
out in the previous chapter, it is possible that these writers simply want to be heard and know
that their ideas are clear to a general reader.
Occasionally, participants pointed out the psychological benefits of feedback, which
seemed to help students with procrastination and writing anxiety. Graduate writers tend to
procrastinate on projects when they feel apprehensive or anxious about their writing (Bloom,
1981, p. 103). Ironically, the students who are most likely to feel anxious are the same ones who
have been successful in their programs. These successful students often feel “no confidence from
an acknowledgement of previous performance” (p. 104), and they fear that they will be revealed
as frauds (p. 105), which makes them likely to procrastinate out of a sense of self-preservation.
In the current study, the tutors’ positive comments seemed to restore writers’ faith in their own
abilities and their place in the university. Student 12 wrote, “The UWC staff are awesome at
saying, ‘You can do it. You’re doing great.’” In addition, Student 23 stated, “The tutors have
offered great suggestions and encouragement.” Finally, an ED doctoral student explained, “I feel
very good talking with people there. They made me feel good about myself and gave me lots of
suggestions on how to improve my writing skills” (Student 47). In the case studies, Sylvia
constantly encouraged Edward, Pamela, and Ursula, often telling them, “I like it,” “good,” “very
good,” and “that sounds good.”
Procrastination can be particularly troublesome when it comes to theses and dissertations
where students often set their own deadlines, which Bloom (1981) wrote, “may be too
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unstructured for the students’ own good. Most writers work more efficiently with clear goals and
time deadlines than without” (p. 109). Bloom goes on to explain that writing anxiety and lack of
clear timelines often cause doctoral students to put off writing a chapter for their dissertations. In
contrast, Student 35, an ED doctoral student, found she was able “to set personal writing
deadlines by establishing turn-in dates with UWC staff.” Similarly, Edward scheduled his first
appointment with the writing center because both his dissertation director and his wife told him
that it would help keep him on track while writing his chapters.
Finally, social isolation can prevent graduate students from writing. Cuthbert and Spark
(2008) pointed out that graduate students often feel that the publication process is a solitary
experience (p.15), and Larcombe et al. (2007) similarly noted that graduate writers also feel
isolated as they leave the comfort of their classes and begin working on longer projects, such as
their theses (p. 58). At least one student in the current study stated that the writing center created
a necessary social connection by providing “emotional/moral support since writing is such a
solitary task” (Student 35). Part of this sense of isolation occurs when graduate students feel that
they are the only ones who are interested in their own research (Cuthbert & Spark, 2008, p. 21).
This isolation can be alleviated with active listening, as Leverenz (2001) indicated when she
wrote that these writers “need to know that their ideas are interesting and valid, especially when
the responses they receive from their faculty make them question their ability” (p. 57).
During the case studies, Sylvia regularly asked Edward, Pamela, and Ursula about their
work, letting them know the value of their research through her role as an active listener. For
example, in Edward’s first session, Sylvia leaned forward in her seat and said, “Tell me what
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you’re doing here,” and after he set his goal for the session, she asked him, “What’s your topic?”
Her statement, question, and body language all focused attention on Edward, prompting him to
speak and take control of the direction of the session. Each writer did far more talking than
Sylvia did in the case study sessions, and she nodded, smiled, maintained eye contact, and
continually asked them questions about their work.

Course Requirement

Eight students (1 NNES, 7 NES) explained that they came to the writing center somewhat
reluctantly, under compulsion from a course requirement or at the behest of a professor, which is
somewhat in line with Powers’s (1995) earlier finding that many graduate students are referred to
a writing center. According to Farrell (1994), graduate students who are required to come to a
writing center tend to have negative attitudes, especially if they view the center as part of “a
hostile system . . . bent on turning them into children” (p. 4). The brevity of the participants’
answers may indicate some of this hostility or resistance, as most respondents answered in 10
words or fewer. In addition, the type of language used by these participants also indicates a range
of emotions. For example, four participants called it a “recommendation,” which suggests the
students had a choice when scheduling a session. Another three students called it a
“requirement,” which indicates no choice at all. Of these latter respondents, a master’s level ED
student seemed almost apologetic in her response: “To be honest, it was a requirement for my
course” (Student 7). Finally, another master’s level ED student wrote, “It was mandated in the
class I took” (Student 50). The connotation here is that there would be severe consequences if the
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student did not comply.
In the case study data, Edward’s initial reasons for coming to the writing center closely
match these responses. Although his wife used the writing center regularly, Edward came
because “my dissertation chair has been telling me that I should’ve been doing this for a while.”
During the first session, Edward was reserved and his tone was formal. He sat near Sylvia at the
round table, but his legs were crossed and his elbows were tucked in. Sylvia joked frequently
throughout their first sessions as an attempt to break the ice. He smiled politely and laughed, but
he sat somewhat rigidly in his chair. He responded to many of Sylvia’s suggestions with a single
word, “okay.” Sylvia seemed to sense some resistance or reluctance on Edward’s part because at
the end of the first session, she somewhat jokingly asked him “Are you brave enough to come
back?” Edward responded positively with, “I would love to. Yes.”
Edward seemed increasingly more relaxed for the second and third sessions. Although he
launched into reading a paper he planned to present at a conference with little preamble at the
beginning of the second session, he engaged in small talk freely by the end. During the third
session, he seemed to change his perspective on the tutoring dynamic. At one point Sylvia
suggested he change the verb “illustrated” to “argued” or “contended.” Edward responded,
“Yeah. We can do ‘argued.’” His use of “we” indicated a shift in the relationship as if he no
longer viewed Sylvia as a neutral third party, but as someone who was on his side and part of the
process. When the third session ended abruptly due to a lack of time, Edward seemed genuinely
eager to return for another session.
When viewed together, the survey data provide some evidence that required visits do

124
generate some negative attitudes (Farrell, 1994), but the tutoring relationship can overcome this
resistance. Sylvia proved to be a capable tutor, even though she was outside Edward’s area of
expertise, and he seemed to view her as a peer rather than someone with authority over his
writing and progress within the institution. This relationship dynamic closely matches Farrell’s
(1994) recommendation that tutors present themselves as a professional consultant rather than
“the assistant principal” (p. 4).

How the Writing Center Helped Graduate Students

As indicated in the prior sections, graduate students were likely to receive more than
editing and proofreading assistance when they came to the writing center. Based on case study
data, this assistance generally fell into three categories: psychological support, opportunities to
rehearse expertise, and increased audience awareness.

Psychological Support

There do not appear to be any studies on the psychological aspects of the peer-writer
relationship, even though it has been noted with regularity that graduate writers face isolation
(Cuthbert & Spark, 2008; Larcombe et al., 2007). The responses to survey item 13 indicated that
graduate students do seek social connection when they come to a writing center. This is hardly
surprising, as studies on writing groups and writing seminars have demonstrated that graduate
students appreciate the added sense of community these forms of writing support offer (Cuthbert

125
& Spark, 2008; Larcombe et al., 2007). What is missing from the literature is how a tutoring
relationship can meet this need, particularly when a writer has recurring sessions with the same
tutor over several semesters or years.
As indicated earlier, Edward’s relationship with Sylvia changed with each successive
session, from an initial reserved and cautious attitude to one where he seemed to relax and
consider Sylvia as part of his team. In Edward’s case, he knew of Sylvia through his wife, who
had been working with Sylvia for quite some time, but he had not interacted with Sylvia in this
way prior to the Spring 2015 semester. Similarly, both Pamela and Ursula also had unique
relationships with Sylvia, depending on how they knew her prior to their first session that spring
and how long they had worked with her.
In Ursula’s case, she had been a veteran tutor at the writing center for several semesters
before I recorded the first session between her and Sylvia. Although she had no reason to be
nervous, she fidgeted regularly in her sessions. She bounced one leg through the entire first
session and rarely made eye contact with Sylvia. For their second session, Ursula sat on one foot,
but the other one continued its dance beneath the table. Sylvia leaned back in her chair, relaxed,
but fully engaged, while Ursula rocked side to side as she read her own paper. Ursula tended to
be critical of her own writing, stopping mid-sentence to offer corrections and point out rough
transitions, long or awkward sentences, or missing punctuation. While Ursula did not fidget as
much during the third session, she also did not make a lot of eye contact with Sylvia. At the end
of the session, Ursula’s demeanor seemed to change completely as she chitchatted with Sylvia
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for about five minutes about sightseeing in Atlanta, which is where Ursula was going for a
conference. In this brief exchange, Ursula maintained plenty of eye contact.
There could have been several reasons for Ursula’s discomfort through these three
sessions. First, I was there as an intrusive third party, observing and recording each session,
which can be awkward even for experienced tutors. Second, she was taking on a role that was
different than her normal tutoring experience. While tutors try to keep focus on writers and act as
an active and engaged audience, it can be quite different when the roles are reversed. Third, the
tutoring relationship represented a new dynamic between her and Sylvia. Although she was quite
comfortable engaging in small talk, this comfort did not seem to extend to conversations about
her writing.
In contrast, Pamela and Sylvia’s tutoring relationship was both intimate and informal. For
the first session, Sylvia and Pamela sat at one end of a long rectangular table at the back of the
writing center with a series of pages spread out between them. They were so close to one another
that their elbows almost touched as they discussed Pamela’s teaching portfolio. They laughed
and joked freely with one another, just one sign of a tutoring relationship that stretched back
several years. At one point in the conversation, Pamela drew a pyramid on the back of the second
page to clarify her teaching philosophy. Sylvia pulled the copy toward herself and added arrows
to establish the relationships among the key concepts. At another point, Pamela pulled Sylvia’s
copy toward herself so she could clearly read Sylvia’s notes on a difficult sentence. They
frequently pointed to something on the other person’s copy. During the third session, which was
late in the semester, the writing center was busy, and there were hardly any open tables. Sylvia
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relocated the session to an empty classroom with plenty of space to work. They sat on the same
side of the table, and Sylvia was barefoot the entire session. They bent over their copies,
mirroring each other, the only exception being that Sylvia made corrections in pencil while
Pamela worked in pen. At the end of the session, talk turned towards the weather in Korea in
September.
There could be several explanations for Pamela’s relative comfort with the tutoring
relationship. First, as an international student, she could have had quite different expectations
and attitudes about the relationship between tutor and writer. Second, as someone who visited the
writing center dozens of times each semester, she was familiar and comfortable with the
environment. Third, she had worked with Sylvia for a long time, and any discomfort or
awkwardness in the relationship could have happened during their first sessions. Finally, the
sessions may reflect Pamela’s personality as she is often very warm and engaging in her
interactions with anyone she encounters.
Regardless of comfort level or other factors, Edward, Pamela, and Ursula seemed to be
more relaxed with each session and visibly relieved and pleased with the progress they had made
by the end of their sessions. It is possible that each writer had a different level of confidence in
his or her writing, which may account for the differences in the tutoring relationship. At the very
least, the tutoring session seemed to provide a vital social connection. It is hard to quantify this
social connection or how it offset any sense of isolation the writers may have felt, but this might
be a fruitful area for future research.
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Rehearsing Expertise

Leverenz (2001) has characterized the tutoring session as one where the writer rehearses
the role of subject-matter expert (p. 58) and “letting the graduate student play the role of
teacher—of rehearsing their expertise—is clearly an important part of the relationship” (p. 59).
The goal of writing center tutors is to foster intellectual relationships where “knowledge-making
is akin to conversation” (p. 60). In other words, letting graduate students take the role of experts
and rehearse their expertise is a type of knowledge-making activity. From this perspective, one
could argue that the tutoring relationship also represents some form of disciplinary participation.
In the current study, many of these rehearsals occurred because of the tutor’s requests for more
background information or context and questions about proofreading/editing or content.
For example, the writer’s choice of words or grammatical decisions were sometimes
justified by disciplinary knowledge the tutor lacked. During Ursula’s second session, Sylvia
questioned Ursula’s use of pronouns and subject/verb agreement when Ursula was writing about
Michael Field, a pseudonym for the co-authors Katharine Bradley and Edith Cooper. In
particular, Sylvia was unsure whether the verb should be singular or plural. Initially Ursula read
the phrase “which Field assert” and Sylvia picked up on the apparent subject/verb disagreement
as demonstrated by this brief transcript:
Sylvia:
Ursula:
Sylvia:
Ursula:

[suggesting a revision] “Which Field asserts”? Are we looking at Field as a
single entity or a compound entity?
It gets confusing. Scholars of theirs refer to them differently. Something that’s
done that I’ve adopted is using Field with plural.
Connotation because it’s two people?
Yeah.
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To justify the use of a plural verb with a seemingly singular noun, Ursula had to explain
the history behind the pronoun and verb usage for the author Michael Field. While it is possible
that the tutor may share the same expertise as the writer, it is unlikely that a tutor can keep up
with the latest research on a host of topics. Rehearsing expertise allowed Ursula to act as a
representative member of her discourse community.
In Edward’s case, an opportunity to rehearse his expertise occurred due to Sylvia’s lack
of familiarity with the political science discipline. During their first session, Sylvia often had to
ask Edward to provide background knowledge or provide a disciplinary context for information,
as was the case when she asked him to explain his dissertation topic:
Edward:

Sylvia:
Edward:

My topic is I’m looking at in the broad sense how and why does all of a
sudden the Supreme Court take up a new agenda. The issue that I’m looking
at specifically is separation of powers, legislative process cases. The court had
pretty much ignored this issue area for over around 50 years. But all of a
sudden 1983, they take up a case striking down the legislative veto, which has
been in use for about 50 years as well. Why all of a sudden did they take up
this issue? In 1986, they take up another case that strikes down the balanced
budget act because it violated separation of powers legislative process.
Okay.
Then there was a few other cases. But then in 1996 with Clinton vs. City of
New York was kind of the last case. There’s numerous theories that I would
say it’s independent decision making that it’s part of a regimes theory. I’m
making the argument that it’s kind of a mixture of both that these theories
kind of go all out and say, “This is it. This is how the Court makes decisions,
attitudinally as well.” I’m saying that the Court can act independent. However,
it’s influenced by politics. That politics allows the Court to act independent.
It’s not really independence. If somebody is allowing him to do that, is that
really independence?

While rehearsing his expertise, Edward had to fulfill several cognitive tasks in a short
space of time. First, he had to summarize existing scholarship while defining the issue. Second,
he had to explain the gap in the scholarship. Finally, he had to position himself within that
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scholarship and explain how his research would contribute to knowledge in the field. This quick
explanation shifted Edward’s position as a novice or emerging expert in his field to the role of
expert, relative to Sylvia’s lack of expertise. Therefore, the tutoring session gave Edward an
opportunity to practice these skills and assert his role as an expert.
Out of the three case study participants, Ursula had the most opportunities to rehearse
expertise (31) and Pamela had the fewest (2). Edward had 21 opportunities. The length and focus
of each session account for some of these differences. The relationship between the tutor and
writer, as discussed in the previous section, may also account for these differences. Also, these
rehearsals may not represent a specific level of participation as defined by Prior (1998). The
word “rehearsal” suggests a staging or practice, which should be differentiated from actual
engagement in disciplinary discourse. In other words, rehearsing expertise is not the same as
passing, procedural, or deep-level participation any more than batting practice is a baseball
game. However, it is possible that this rehearsal may help emerging experts prepare for these
three levels of participation.

Increased Audience Awareness

Many of the studies in Chapter 2 discussed how writing support can increase a writer’s
sense of audience. In particular, Cuthbert and Spark (2008) explained how writers’ groups can
help graduate students write for wider audiences, and Farrell (1994) mentioned that tutors need
to be aware of when jargon is appropriate for “rarefied professional worlds where a specialized
vocabulary is a natural part of the environment” (p. 4). This vocabulary may be most relevant to
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the discourse communities where graduate students are seeking expertise. Although none of the
studies cited in Chapter 2 mentioned it, the expectations of the discourse community may be
somewhat embedded in the style guidelines they follow (e.g., APA, CMS, and MLA). In
addition, these audiences may be local, such as dissertation committees or professors for specific
courses and peers (Rose & McClafferty, 2001, p. 30).
In the case studies, the writers and tutor often had to orientate themselves to
accommodate various audiences, and they frequently referred to audiences or policies outside the
session as a means of informing either a proofreading/editing or content change. The tutor or
writer could invoke these real or implied audiences. In this sense, it could be said that multiple
layers of audiences were present in each session. The most common references were to the
immediate academic community, discourse community, or style guidelines.

Immediate Academic Community

Sylvia and the writers frequently referenced the immediate academic community, which
included other graduate students, dissertation advisors, and dissertation committee members. For
example, in Ursula’s first session, both she and Sylvia referred to other students’ dissertation
proposal presentations as a means of determining whether Ursula should use PowerPoint in her
own presentation (names changed to maintain anonymity):
Sylvia:

Ursula:

Actually, English doesn’t use PowerPoints even for the defenses. It’s more a
“talk to us about what you have done,” and then Bruce’s I think is the only
English one I’ve ever been to that had a PowerPoint.
I think Linda, I don’t know if she made it and didn’t use it, but she had a
PowerPoint for her prospective defense, but she is also doing digital rhetoric.
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As indicated elsewhere, the English department at the university where I conducted my study did
not have clear models for proposals, which made them a somewhat occluded genre. Since the
expectations varied widely depending on the committee, both Sylvia and Ursula used known
models to calibrate Ursula’s format.
Both tutor and writer frequently referred to dissertation committee members’
expectations. In most cases, Sylvia was already familiar with these professors as she had worked
with other graduate students who had the same members on their committees. She either knew
the general feedback professors would give or she had a specific idea of their writing pet peeves
and content preferences. As Sylvia was most familiar with Pamela’s and Ursula’s advisors and
committees, she often mentioned their preferences. For example, during Pamela’s second
session, they discussed options for organizing qualitative data. After considering several models
from students in other disciplines, Pamela suggested she might need to organize her data by
research question. Sylvia offered the following advice: “Gloria likes organization by research
question only if you are not going to be repeating information from one research question to
another. If you're finding that the information for your research questions is merging together,
don't use the research question organization.”
However, in Edward’s case, Sylvia established in the first session that she did not know
Edward’s advisor. All her references to his advisor were stated more generally. For example, in
the first session she asked Edward to point out specific areas where his advisor wanted revisions
to his dissertation proposal, and she frequently deferred to the advisor’s expectations through her
use of questions. After reading the proposal’s introduction, Sylvia noticed that there were several
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terms that were not defined and remained unclear. Although Edward indicated he covers this
information later in a literature review section, Sylvia suggested he move some of his ideas into
the introduction to provide more background. While making this suggestion, Sylvia deferred to
the dissertation director’s authority:
Sylvia: Would that be permissible? Do you think?
Edward: To move some of this stuff?
Sylvia: Yeah. Give us that historical context so that we see why this is perhaps
problematic.
Edward: What [the advisor] has been asking me to do, and he said it doesn’t have to be
in the proposal, is to possibly add more of a discussion of, say, the Caroline
Products case … kind of add to the discussion [of] what the Court had done
before.
Sylvia: That’s what I feel like I’m missing . . . that [we’re] jumping in the middle of
the conversation.
In this exchange, Edward partially agreed with Sylvia. He acknowledged his advisor’s
authority to request specific revisions, and he provided information that suggested his advisor
agreed with Sylvia’s input. However, he somewhat resisted Sylvia’s suggestion by stating his
advisor said he did not need to include the information in his proposal. After listening to Sylvia’s
concerns as an engaged reader who was missing key information, Edward decided to include this
information in his proposal. In this sense, the revision was negotiated to accommodate multiple
audiences, the advisor and the tutor acting as a general audience.

Discourse Community

Although dissertation committee members were the most referenced audience, these
discussions sometimes led the writer and tutor to consider the larger discourse community and
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the student’s role within it. For example, in Ursula’s first session, she had to determine how her
research fit into the existing rhetorical theory to answer questions from one of her committee
members. Since she was applying rhetorical theory in a new way to literary material where it had
not been considered before, Ursula had to rehearse her expertise and situate her research within a
framework of existing sources:
In order to study the rhetoric of this period you have to use sort of a broad inclusive
definition of rhetoric, so I’m going to be following the example of scholars like Susan
Jarratt, James Berlin, and Christine Persak, who are interested in rhetoric as covering the
relationship between language, the body, the individual society, knowledge, and belief.
Jarratt and Persak use this in order to study both implicit rhetorical theory in the works of
authors of this time and also rhetorical practice. Specifically, I want to look at how
rhetors use language to direct their audiences’ eyes and ears in order to persuade, create a
dialogue, or affirm shared beliefs.
After listening to this, Sylvia suggested that the committee members might need more
information: “Can you throw in some of the studies . . . that would frame the why you want to
look at it?” Although Sylvia recognized Ursula’s approach was new and there were limited
sources, she thought Ursula needed to clearly define the gap in the existing research: “To build
that argument, I think that just needs to be a little bit [clearer], that you know what’s there and
what they aren’t doing very specifically.” This suggestion was a response to the dissertation
committee’s expectations, but it also gave Ursula some practical advice in how to clearly
position herself within her scholarly community, which is a key component of forming a
scholarly identity. Rose and McClafferty (2001) explained that “graduate students . . . form their
own scholarly identities through their choices about what they research, whose work they cite,
and how they communicate their own ideas” (p. 30). This scholarly identity is important to their
professional development after obtaining their degrees. As a result of the discussion, Ursula
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decided to follow Sylvia’s advice, which demonstrated her ability to revise with several
audiences in mind: her dissertation committee, the scholars in her discourse community, and her
tutor as an engaged reader.

Style Guidelines

Style guidelines were often invoked as a means of guiding content or formatting
decisions. Although specific discourse communities have style guidelines, these guidelines may
be shared, somewhat loosely, across disciplines. For example, MLA guidelines may be used by
many disciplines in the humanities while psychology, nursing, and education share APA
guidelines. These conventions were rarely tied to specific disciplinary discourse, and most of the
time they were invoked to settle minor editing and proofreading changes. For example, in his
first session, Edward referred to a style guide when he disagreed with Sylvia’s assertion that he
had cited the year too many times in the same paragraph:
Sylvia:
Edward:
Sylvia:
Edward:
Sylvia:
Edward:

Do we need the 1999, because we have it up there?
I’ll look and see.
I don’t think so.
Okay.
I think as long as we have it up there, we shouldn’t need it down there.
I think I can do that multiple times. I think for some reason [I] saw that in a
guide. I might be wrong.

In this case, neither Sylvia nor Edward seemed to have the authority to settle the citation
disagreement outright. Both expressed opinions as to how they thought it should be formatted,
but they did not have the appropriate style guide on hand, nor did they consult it during the
session. Instead, they relied on their memories or previous experiences with a specific guideline.
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In the end, Edward seemed to acquiesce to Sylvia’s greater experience in this area.
Sylvia often referred to Graduate School guidelines for published dissertations when
suggesting editing/proofreading changes. For example, during Edward’s first session, Sylvia
recommended he use consistent terminology because “that’s one thing that the Grad School
would definitely look for.” When discussing the use of a plural verb with Michael Field, Sylvia
advised Ursula to include a footnote, saying, “You will need to. Otherwise it may get through
your committee, but it’s not going to get through the Grad School that way.”
Finally, the style guidelines for specific disciplines were mentioned, usually as a basis of
comparison. In these cases, Sylvia shared information with the writers about how citations might
work differently for different disciplines. For example, in Edward’s first session, Sylvia
compared the use of footnotes among several disciplines and said they were “fabulous for
political science and history, and things like that, particularly when they’re [for background or
contextual] information.” By comparing the approaches to several disciplines, Edward was able
to decide whether he wanted to use footnotes in his own dissertation. While this decision did not
improve clarity or change his overall content, Edward’s consideration demonstrated that he was
aware that readers have different needs and some may want the additional information a footnote
provides.

Conclusion

Graduate students came to the writing center primarily for editing and proofreading help
with their research papers during the 2015-2016 academic year, but this was not the only help
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they received. Both survey and case study data revealed graduate students also wanted to share
their writing with “an intelligent and engaged audience of one” (Leverenz, 2001, p. 58) to feel
less isolated as they continued their scholarly pursuits. The writing center offered these students
a necessary social connection and encouragement, allowing writers to rehearse their expertise,
particularly at the doctoral level while working on dissertations. In addition, tutoring sessions
increased the writers’ sense of audience and helped some assert their emerging scholarly
identities within the many layers of audiences: peers, institution or program gatekeepers, general
style guidelines, and discourse communities. The implications of these findings, as well as
writing center best practices, will be discussed in the next chapter.

CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION

This study has considered the role writing centers play in helping graduate students attain
expertise in their disciplinary communities. Chapter 1 explained that the graduate student
population continues to grow and many professors view these students as underprepared when it
comes to writing in their disciplines. Although many writing support structures exist, few studies
have examined how writing centers help graduate students. Chapter 2 explained how graduate
programs foster knowledge of genre expectations and disciplinary discourse as a starting point
for developing expertise. The chapter also reviewed several studies on writing support and
demonstrated that the literature regarding writing centers and graduate students was incomplete,
even though research suggested that expertise was gained through literate activity (Prior, 1998).
Chapter 3 outlined this study’s data collection methods and research plan. Chapters 4 and 5
explained how the qualitative and quantitative data answered the research questions. This final
chapter discusses the implications of the findings as they relate to other studies, best practices for
writing centers that work with graduate students, the limitations of the study, and
recommendations for future research.

Implications

As demonstrated by the national surveys distributed by Powers and Nelson (1995), there
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are a significant number of writing centers that assist graduate students. Although their survey
provides an idea of the scope of the population, it does not inform writing center policy. For
example, although Powers and Nelson asked writing centers what type of assistance graduate
student writers needed, the answers reflected the perspective of writing center staff rather than
the writers themselves. The current study provides these missing perspectives in ways that could
help writing center directors create policy and training procedures to assist this specific
population. In particular, the data from the current study carry several implications for the role of
tutors, the role of writer/tutor relationships, and the role of writing centers. Specific
recommendations will be covered in the Writing Center Best Practices section.

Role of Tutors

Although the data from the current study do not indicate whether tutors need to be
undergraduate or graduate students or whether they need to share the same discipline as the
writer, previous studies suggest that tutors should at least be enrolled in a graduate program to
work with this population. Both Thompson et al. (2009) and Garbus (2005) found that graduate
student writers prefer someone with the same background, but only one survey participant in the
current study stated this was necessary. The rest of the students in the current study were happy
with the services of the writing center, which tends to pair graduate student writers with graduate
student tutors regardless of discipline (c.f., Snively et al., 2006). In addition, Thompson et al.
(2009) found that tutors who share the same discipline tend to be more authoritative. As
demonstrated through the case studies in this study, writers had more opportunities to rehearse
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expertise with a non-authoritative tutor who was unfamiliar with their topics. In short, graduate
student writers need to feel confident that their tutors have at least a general understanding of the
rigors of graduate research and writing.
Regardless of whether the writer and tutor share a disciplinary background, there are
limits to how much a tutor can encourage participation in disciplinary discourse. Tutoring
sessions seem designed to assist with the passing level of participation. Writers often have some
instructions or a writing prompt to follow and tutors can help graduate students write papers that
meet their professors’ expectations. This level of assistance seems to increase if the tutor has
worked with several writers on the same assignment. Regardless of discipline, tutors can help
with grammar and punctuation, sentence clarity, organization, and formatting, but they can offer
only limited help with argumentation and evidence. Tutors may recognize a fallacious argument,
but unless they share a discipline with the writer, they cannot tell if the argument is persuasive or
significant for the larger discourse community. As Toulmin (1958) has pointed out, the evidence,
or warrants, that support arguments are field specific (p.135). Likewise, tutors may spot a
passage that verges on plagiarism, but unless they are familiar with the source material, they
could have difficulty determining whether the evidence is properly used within its context or
whether the source has a high level of credibility within the field.
A tutor’s limits are even more apparent as participation moves into the procedural and
deep levels. Although tutor Sylvia’s degree was closest to writer Ursula’s discipline, she could
not help Ursula with procedural participation in rhetoric. Sylvia could make general suggestions
about how to present the material, but she could not suggest rhetorical scholars or theorists to aid
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in Ursula’s understanding of this particular discourse. Likewise, when it came to deep
participation, Sylvia could comment generally on what conference audiences typically look for,
but she could not state, with any certainty, whether the content was novel or important to that
discourse community. These decisions are usually determined by the gatekeepers—editors of
scholarly journals and published scholars who act as primary reviewers for submitted materials
as well as conference committees who review submissions.
This limitation does not mean that tutors cannot ask questions that lead writers to draw
upon their emerging expertise and consider ways to participate even more deeply in their
discourse. In this sense, Leverenz (2001) wrote that writing centers “may consider themselves
experts in collaboration” (p. 55), even though she questions whether this collaboration is always
in the best interests of the writer. Leaving aside Leverenz’s reservations about whether
acculturation into the university is beneficial, this means effective tutors use writers’ strengths to
help them accomplish more than they would if they were writing alone. While this collaborative
assistance may sometimes serve the institution at the expense of the student, it can also assist the
writer’s goals.

Role of Writer/Tutor Relationships

The writer/tutor relationship is perhaps the most important indicator of a successful
session. North (1994) argued that ongoing tutoring relationships are more beneficial than “those
quickie fix-it chats between people who talk twice for a total of an hour . . . and then never
again” (p. 16). The current study found this statement to be true, particularly in the case studies.
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According to the center’s visitation statistics, there were 312 graduate students and 4,199
sessions, which means each student had an average of 13 sessions during the year. Many of these
visits were likely from doctoral students like Edward, Pamela, and Ursula. As indicated in
Chapter 5, Sylvia had a different relationship with each of these students based on how long she
had worked with the student and how closely her discipline aligned with theirs. Also, along the
lines of Munger (1996), these relationships tended to be dynamic and complex. In the current
study, the tutoring relationship served as a proxy of various audiences that influenced the writing
context and as an opportunity for writers to rehearse expertise.

Audience Proxies

Powers (1995) argued that professors should be consulted as part of creating a trialogue
among the writer, tutor, and the department or course, but the current study found that this
connection occurs spontaneously, regardless of whether the tutor or writing center reaches out
and establishes contact with outside authorities. During the case studies, Sylvia, Edward, Pamela,
and Ursula frequently referenced the expectations of dissertation committees. Sometimes these
discussions referred to specific feedback on a document. Other times, both the writer and tutor
represented the voices of these members by referring to what they knew about the professors’
preferences and general expectations. In this way, the committee members could be said to exist
via proxy in the tutoring relationship.
The sessions represented many other authorities or audiences as well. Through
discussion, both writer and tutor often referred to citation styles, genre expectations, and the
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works of other writers in the same discipline, both those who were in graduate programs and
established experts within the field. Participants in the tutoring sessions used these references to
negotiate grammar, punctuation, organization, and content revisions. Institutional goals were also
represented in the session, usually through Sylvia as she related her past experiences with
Graduate School guidelines. Collectively, these audiences challenge Leverenz’s (2001) idea that
the writing center should primarily be a place of empowerment, free from institutional goals.
While she acknowledges the uneasy relationship between the center’s existence within the
institution and its goals to empower students, Leverenz does not view the situation as an either/or
scenario. Still, she seems uncomfortable in supporting the faculty’s agenda, which she views as
both political and potentially in opposition to a student’s research interests. What she does not
seem to consider is how helping a student meet institutional goals can be empowering. After all,
students must be seen as experts within their discourse communities when they graduate. In the
current case studies, the writers were empowered, and they responded to the needs of real or
imagined audiences, including the institution.

Opportunities to Rehearse Expertise

Leverenz (2001) has also referred to the tutoring relationship as one where the writer
rehearses the role of subject-matter expert and the tutor serves as “a nonevaluative but intelligent
and engaged audience of one” (p. 58). The current study supports the idea that writers rehearse
their expertise, but it also suggests that this rehearsal is tied to the tutoring relationship in at least
two ways.
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First, opportunities to rehearse expertise are dependent on the tutor’s familiarity with the
topic and the discipline. The more Sylvia knew about the writer’s discipline, the less opportunity
that writer had to rehearse his or her expertise. In Edward’s case, Sylvia had only general
knowledge of political science, which led to several clarification questions and opportunities for
Edward to explain his topic and how it fit in with the discourse community. In Ursula’s case,
Sylvia shared a similar disciplinary background in literature, but because Sylvia was not familiar
with the writers being studied or the theoretical framework, Ursula still had plenty of
opportunities to fill in the gaps. Therefore, there is an inverse relationship between how closely
the tutor’s and writer’s fields align and the opportunities to rehearse expertise.
Second, opportunities to rehearse expertise may be dependent on the length of the
tutoring relationship. The longer Sylvia had worked with a writer, the fewer opportunities there
were to rehearse expertise. She had just started working with Edward during the Spring 2016
semester, but she had worked with Pamela for several years. Edward spent several minutes at the
start of his first session explaining his topic, but these discussions became shorter and less
frequent with each successive session. In Pamela’s case, she rarely needed to explain her topic
because she had talked about it with Sylvia over dozens of sessions before the Spring 2016
semester. Therefore, it seems there is also an inverse relationship between the length of the
tutoring relationship and the opportunities to rehearse expertise. In other words, when a tutor
begins working with a writer, the writer must offer a lot of explanation, but over successive
sessions, the tutor begins learning about the topic. In this sense, it could be said that the tutor
receives a visitor’s pass to the discourse community through recurring tutoring sessions, as the
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writer must bring the tutor up to speed in order for the tutoring to be effective. This question of
expertise may indicate a level of participation below the passing level, perhaps an introductory
level for tutors and other novices.

Role of Writing Centers

The data in this study indicated that writing centers may serve an important role in the
development of individual writers and their collective writing proficiency. In other words, if
writing centers work with enough writers from the same department, then the average writing
proficiency for that department will increase as a result. The following sections will provide
more details on how writing centers may aid the collective proficiency of groups of students
within specific disciplines.

Tailored Writing Support

What distinguishes writing centers from seminars, writing groups and writing checklists
is the ability to customize sessions to meet the needs of individual writers. Previous studies have
indicated that graduate students have trouble writing due to writing anxiety (Bloom, 1981, p.
104; Onwuegbuzie, 1997, p. 21), feelings of isolation (Cuthbert & Spark, 2008, p. 15; Larcombe
et al., 2007, p. 58), and inconsistent department guidelines (Alter & Adkins, 2001, p. 503;
Bloom, 1981, p. 106). Of the available forms of writing support, writing centers seemed to have
the most in common with writing groups. Cuthbert and Spark (2008) noted that writing groups
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“demystified” the writing process, offset the isolation graduate writers felt, and helped them
write for wider audiences (p. 14). Ferguson (2009) concluded that her writing group had practical
and psychological benefits. From a practical perspective, students learned more about the writing
process and how to apply different stages, such as brainstorming, organization, or revision, to
their writing. From a psychological perspective, they experienced increased confidence and
motivation to write (p. 293). Lassig et al. (2009) found that their group improved their writing
quality, created collaborative writing opportunities, provided peer support, increased their
confidence, and gave them the motivation to write (p. 11).
The current study found that writing centers have similar benefits. Many of the surveyed
students expressed that the sessions improved their writing quality. Student 18 wrote that she
came to the writing center for “writing skills enhancement” while Student 22 came to
“strengthen my writing.” Writing center sessions also motivated students to finish assignments.
Student 35 used the writing center to “set personal writing deadlines by establishing turn-in
dates.” Edward came to the center at the suggestion of his dissertation chair, who said it would
help keep him on track. Writing center sessions also diminished social isolation and writing
anxiety, as many students commented that they felt connected and supported during their
sessions. In other words, meeting with a peer helped them overcome their writing anxiety and
feel like they were part of a larger community. Granted, the writing center community is
interdisciplinary—reflecting the various backgrounds of administration and staff— and not a
substitute for the discourse community that students are trying to participate in, but writers
believed the sense of community was strong enough to help them finish their projects. Since
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writing centers also tend to see several assignments from the same course, tutors can offer
graduate students a broader perspective by pointing out strategies used by their peers. In the case
studies, Sylvia often referred to other students and departments to help the graduate students in
the case studies define a guideline for writing their dissertations.
The similarities between writing centers and writing groups is not surprising, as both
emphasize writing with peers under the guidance of a knowledgeable moderator. The difference
is that in writing centers both parties assume the role of moderator, depending upon the scenario
(Munger, 1996). As indicated by Powers (1995), graduate student writers are the subject-matter
experts while tutors are writing experts. As pointed out in Chapter 2, this writing expertise may
be limited, but it often exceeds that of the graduate student writer. In this sense, writing center
tutors can be said to offer a relative level of writing expertise. Therefore, a tutoring session could
be said to be the smallest possible form of a writing group, a group of two.
However, writing centers offer solutions to the barriers faced by writing groups.
According to Lassig et al. (2009), writing groups are often difficult to schedule as graduate
students have a lack of time. In the writing center environment, this poses less of a problem.
Graduate students can schedule an appointment whenever they are available. Even if the writing
center is closed, graduate students can often schedule asynchronous online tutoring where they
email a document to the writing center and a tutor offers feedback. This flexible scheduling is
exactly the solution Ferguson (2009) proposed for writing groups. Finally, Rose and McClafferty
(2001) pointed out that writing groups are often only short-term solutions, usually lasting one
semester, but writing centers are open every semester and during the summer months. Graduate
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students can schedule recurring appointments from the time they enter a graduate program
through their theses and dissertations. Often, they can still schedule tutoring sessions after they
graduate.
Although tutoring sessions can cater to the writer’s needs, graduate students may not be
fully aware of all a writing center can help them with. As indicated by the surveys, many
students came to the center for proofreading or editing help, yet they also received help with
content and the passing, procedural, and deep levels.

Document Repositories

As asserted by North (1994), writing centers are never completely independent of the
institutions in which they exist. This idea may be somewhat disconcerting for some writing
center directors who view the writing center as a safe, nurturing environment in which writers
can grow. As mentioned before, Leverenz’s (2001) resistance to trialogues (Powers, 1995) is
based on her notion that the writing center should primarily be a place that is inclusive and
empowers writers. This is a noble notion, but it casts the university in a somewhat sinister light.
At the very least, this perspective creates an either/or: either the writing center supports the
writer or it supports the institution. However, the two are not mutually exclusive; the writing
center does not need to be pitted against the institution or vice versa because it serves a vital
function as a document repository.
Writing centers can collect copies of every assignment a student brings to the center and
store these texts for further analysis, as was the case in the current study. Bridgeman and Carlson
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(1983), Canseco and Byrd (1989), Casanave and Hubbard (1992), Cooper and Bikowski (2007),
and Hale et al. (1995) analyzed syllabi and writing prompts to discover the type of writing skills
international and ESL students are expected to master at the graduate level. However, these
studies are imperfect. Although they reveal trends in professors’ expectations, these studies do
not actually document where these students may struggle. In contrast, the current study collected
texts that represent a more accurate measurement of the type of writing where international and
ESL students sought help. Granted, the current study did not sort these texts by NNES vs. NES
students, but neither did any of the genre analysis studies mentioned above. Bridgeman and
Carlson (1983) attempted to identify this population of students by sending surveys and
questionnaires to professors and students from courses with a high enrollment of international
students. Cooper and Bikowski (2007) collected syllabi from STEM courses. In contrast, the
writing center in this study sorted each text into separate files for each student. When combined
with the intake form, in which the students self-identify their status as NES or NNES, the current
study had the potential to analyze only international students’ texts. Thus, as a document
repository, writing centers may present a more accurate means of data collection for EAP and
TOEFL studies.

Writing Center Best Practices

The data and their implications suggest several best practices that could guide writing
center personnel in their work with graduate students. Due to the variety of writing centers and
their often widely different policies, some of these recommendations may already be in place at
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some institutions. The following policies and procedures are meant as a guide or a possible
starting point from which writing centers can help graduate student writing. I have separated
these policies and procedures into three categories: staffing, tutoring, and collaboration.

Staffing and Training

As indicated by Garbus (2005), Snively et al. (2006), and Thompson et al. (2009), writing
centers that work with graduate students should consider hiring graduate student tutors,
preferably from a wide range of disciplines in the humanities and sciences. While it is not
necessary for tutors to share a discourse community with writers, they need to share the common
experience of being in a graduate program. Writing and research at this level are substantially
different than they are for undergraduate students. Graduate student tutors, especially those who
have been in their programs for more than a year, understand longer research papers and how
expertise is formed by sharing ideas with the wider discourse community in publications and
conference presentations.
After hiring, it would be a good idea for tutors to be trained to specialize in two or three
areas outside their disciplines. This specialization could be the equivalent of an introductory
level of participation. In other words, tutors would recognize some of the terminology, the
citation style, and some of the important topics in the field. This background knowledge will
give tutors the context to assist writers beyond local-level revision. To accomplish this
specialization, writing centers will need to retain the documents students bring to the center, as
mentioned above, or reach out to departments to interview professors in various disciplines and
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collect sample texts that represent the quality of writing that is expected in that department.
Some of this specialization may occur on the job as tutors work with the same assignments and
same departments, building a repertoire.
One way to aid in this training would be to keep a knowledge base of disciplinary writing
and professor and department writing expectations. After meeting with departments and specific
professors, model texts and notes should be kept in a database that is accessible to all tutors.
After sessions with graduate student writers, tutors could be encouraged to jot down a few notes
of specific writing constraints encountered and any faculty feedback that was discussed. These
notes could be added to the knowledge base so that tutors can review the materials and prepare
for upcoming sessions with writers. These documents could be scanned or kept electronically to
reduce the amount of space required.

Tutoring

As indicated by the current study, each doctoral student had a different relationship with
Sylvia, and this relationship seems vital to the success of a tutoring session. Writing centers
would benefit from incorporating training that helps tutors foster effective relationships with
their writers. Leverenz (2001) pointed out that “writing centers are in a special position to
provide not expert knowledge per se but rather support for the knower and the process of
knowing through the cultivation of relationships” (p. 59). Unfortunately, training often focuses
on how to lead non-directive discussions and engage the student in his or her writing process. In
the available writing center literature, there does not seem to be enough training advice on how
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to cultivate the optimal tutoring relationship. Rather than focus on the text, this type of training
would focus on the people involved in the sessions:, for example, how their body language, tone
of voice, or mood affects their productivity. In the current study, Sylvia’s constant upbeat
attitude seemed to help the doctoral students overcome any obstacle that arose during the
session. Part of this aptitude was a reflection of Sylvia’s temperament and disposition, but some
of these skills probably developed over years of tutoring. New tutors would certainly benefit
from observing how an experienced tutor uses these interpersonal skills, but unless they are
prompted to look for such skills, new tutors might not realize how much the tutoring
relationships affect overall performance. They may need a more formal course that teaches tutors
how to read the writer’s body language, use small talk to build rapport, and help relieve the
writer’s stress, sense of isolation, or lack of motivation. In short, this training would focus on
overcoming common obstacles that keep graduate students from writing or talking about writing.
Even with adequate training, it is important to recognize that not every tutoring
relationship will be a success. Sometimes, the strength of the relationship may come down to
some type of intangible chemistry between the tutor and the writer. Each tutor has a different
personality and coaching style and writers respond differently to these. Therefore, writers could
be encouraged to try out a range of tutors before settling on recurring sessions with one or two of
them.
A long tutoring relationship seems to be the most effective at helping writers combat the
isolation they often face in their programs, build confidence in their writing, and participate more
fully in their discourse communities. Therefore, it would be a good idea to pair writers with
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tutors who will be around for more than a semester. In many cases, this might mean using
doctoral students rather than master’s level students, who typically graduate after four semesters.
However, tutors should be aware of the diminishing returns and look for ways to ask questions
that lead to rehearsing expertise even if they may already know the answer. This practice seems
to help writers envision themselves as part of the larger discourse community and helps them see
how a wider audience receives their ideas. Tutors can probably help graduate student writers
customize their sessions by asking more questions about the writers’ work or research interests,
opening up more possibilities to rehearse expertise (Leverenz, 2001). Based on the interactions I
observed in my case studies, the tutor can encourage deep-level participation. For example, a
tutor could encourage deep-level participation by asking writers if they have thought about
presenting the paper at a conference, and then the tutor could remind writers that he or she could
help them write an abstract for submission or shorten a paper to meet the time requirements of a
presentation. Although Sylvia did not ask these questions or make these suggestions in the
sessions I observed, her relationship with the writers certainly allowed for these possibilities. As
a guide to graduate writing, the level of help a tutor can provide seems to be limited by what the
writer brings to the session.

Collaboration

In their roles as document repositories, writing centers have many opportunities to
collaborate within the university. In particular, they can shed more light on occluded genres,
provide feedback to specific professors or departments, help with graduate writing assessment,
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and offer useful data for EAP and TOEFL course curriculum.
As indicated in Chapter 5, writing center texts may reveal the presence of occluded
genres (Swales, 1996). This study demonstrated that even well-known genres, such as proposals,
could act as occluded genres when there is a lack of guidelines or models for graduate students.
Writing centers would use this information to operate in a manner similar to Autry and Carter’s
(2015) thesis and dissertation support service at North Carolina State University. Just as Autry
and Carter (2015) based their workshops on trends they noticed among the thesis and dissertation
writers they worked with, writing centers can create workshops and seminars to clarify murky
genres. In these cases, it would be beneficial for writing centers to reach out to representative
professors to either co-lead the workshops or provide examples and tips for what is expected. As
part of this outreach, the writing center and graduate department could work together to develop
clearer guidelines or graduate handbooks.
Writing centers could also provide useful feedback to professors and departments. While
no professor intends to give obscure directions, several students may struggle on the same
assignment. Sometimes, anticipating issues with a difficult paper, professors will require students
to visit the writing center, but this visit will only be effective if the professor also communicates
his or her expectations to the writing center staff. In these cases, it may be useful for professors
to know the types of questions their students are asking or what parts of the assignment they are
struggling with. Writing centers can review the texts and tutors’ notes and report areas where
their writing prompts need to be clarified or more comments need to be made during class. While
it might be laborious for writing center directors to provide professors with feedback on every

155
session, when directors notice a trend and provide feedback, this communication could lead to
workshops and seminars.
In its role as a document repository, writing centers can assist in graduate-level writing
assessment. Many schools have some form of writing assessment at the undergraduate level, but
graduate-level writing assessment is rare (Ondrusek, 2012, p. 183). Although theses and
dissertations may represent a de facto portfolio, this writing occurs at the end of a program.
Writing centers collect texts at crucial stages in graduate students’ academic careers and there are
often multiple versions of the same texts, which allow writing centers to examine the revisions
students make. Therefore, writing centers can study writing proficiency for entire departments
rather than relying on the perspectives of a few professors. To accomplish this, writing centers
would work with specific departments to pull representative texts so that writing center staff and
professors within the department can evaluate whether their students are learning to write like
experts in their fields. This assessment could occur once a year and could inform the creation of
new courses, such as an introductory writing course as suggested by Canseco and Byrd (1989) or
supplementary workshops and seminars. Granted, the current study found that graduate students
already felt confident and prepared to write at this level, but this finding may not apply equally to
all programs or departments. Formal assessment could identify possible gaps.
Finally, writing centers are in a unique position to assist in the creation of and content for
EAP courses. The writing center from the current study had a large population of NNES students
(46%). At Northern Illinois University, EAP classes are offered to international graduate
students. Although I came across many of these texts in my document analysis, I did not include
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them in my study of genres because they did not represent disciplinary writing. The handful of
texts I encountered seemed to be a collection of personal essays and book reports, which may or
may not help international students succeed at writing within their disciplines. Since an analysis
of EAP courses was not the focus of the current study, I did not perform a rigorous textual
analysis of the assignments international students brought to the center versus the assignments
they perform in EAP classes. However, my methodology could be used for a comparative
analysis, or at the very least, to document the obstacles international students faced while writing
in their fields, which in turn could inform the types of writing skills an EAP course should cover.
Other writing centers could use their position as document repositories to analyze similar texts
and make similar recommendations. Tutors could also audit EAP classes to better understand this
population of students, which could lead to more effective tutoring sessions.

Limitations

The current study had limitations that may impact the validity and generalizability of the
data. First, the survey return rate was relatively low at 25%. Part of the low response rate may
have been due to its length. With 13 items, it took more than half of the respondents 10 minutes
or more to complete it. Items 9, 10, and 11, which focused on writing-support programs within
graduate departments, probably could have been eliminated from the survey to make it shorter
and boost the response rate. Also, I sent the surveys to email addresses listed in the writing
center’s database. Some of these were student email addresses, which may not have been the
primary email account. The inclusion of more responses may have revealed more differences
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between colleges (i.e., ED, HHS, EET, LAS, VPA). In addition, the chi-square tests showed no
significant statistical relationship in mean responses for master’s level versus doctoral students or
NES versus NNES subcategories for survey items 6 (writing preparedness and confidence) and 7
(program-specific writing expectations/faculty feedback). A higher number of responses may
also reveal a statistical relationship between the subcategories.
Second, participants may have interpreted the assistance categories (item 12) differently
than writing center staff. Definitions could have been provided to clarify these categories. It is
possible that participants may have misunderstood the “clarity” category, which writing center
staff apply to sentence-level revisions, and thought that this category applied to arguments or
overall content. Also, the categories of “documentation,” “quote integration,” and “formatting”
might have been too similar, and participants may have attributed all of these to style guidelines
(i.e., APA, MLA, CMS). Finally, at least one category, “prewriting,” implies a process
pedagogy, and participants may not have understood the terminology. The participants’
understanding of these responses may have caused them to avoid categories they did not
understand or mark many categories to ensure they had selected the right one.
Finally, while the case studies were representative of doctoral students, they did not
capture the perspective of master’s level students. Part of this limitation is due to the nature of
scheduling differences between the two groups. Doctoral students, particularly those who are
working on dissertations, tend to schedule recurring appointments over the course of an entire
semester. Master’s level students tend to schedule appointments when they have a deadline for a
paper. In some programs, master’s level students may only write two papers in a semester, which
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would not have met my minimum requirement of three sessions. This could have been avoided
by implementing a two-session minimum and including a few more students. However, master’s
level students’ perspectives are amply represented in both the surveys and document analysis.

Future Research

The current study has found that writing centers help graduate students participate in
disciplinary discourse, even if it may be limited to the passing level. A large part of this
contribution is connected to the tutoring relationship, which helps graduate students cope with
isolation and lack of motivation. By meeting with a tutor, graduate students feel connected and
can set deadlines to complete their projects on time and graduate. They also have opportunities to
rehearse expertise as Leverenz (2001) has pointed out, even though the observed tutoring
sessions from the current study suggest that these opportunities may diminish over the course of
the tutoring relationship. Once the tutor has become familiar with the writer’s topic, the focus of
each session may shift to local (i.e., grammar, punctuation, formatting, citation style, sentence
clarity) or global issues (i.e., organization, paragraph cohesion, argument development), but
more research is needed to establish this connection.
Future research can extend these findings in several ways. First, more research can be
conducted into why graduate students do not use a writing center. The survey developed by the
current study could be distributed to graduate students who use a writing center as well as those
who do not. It could reveal differences in writing confidence or perspectives of writing
preparedness. It may also reveal opportunities for outreach for writing center directors—what
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they can do to engage students from more disciplines. It may also reveal the extent to which
graduate students choose one form of writing support over another.
Second, future studies could compare the differences between master’s level and doctoral
students by conducting further case studies. These case studies may reveal whether master’s
level students have the same opportunities to rehearse expertise during a session and whether
these opportunities diminish over the length of the tutoring relationship. As master’s level
students are still involved in coursework, it is possible that each paper represents a new topic or
research area for the writer to play the role of teacher and educate the tutor. As Leverenz (2001)
has pointed out, “Letting the graduate student play the role of teacher—rehearsing their
expertise—is clearly an important part of the relationship” (p. 59). Furthermore, case studies of
master’s level students should examine the extent to which they rely on their representation of
outside audiences and authorities. In other words, it may clarify whether master’s level
tutor/writer relationships act as proxies of the parties who are not present to the same extent as
the doctoral tutor/writer relationships. Also, since master’s level students are more focused on
writing for assessment, these case studies could provide a basis of comparison for what other
levels of participation these students need.
Finally, future studies could consider how texts change from session to session and how
graduate students adapt strategies to convert course papers into presentations and journal articles.
Document analysis may reveal the difference in rhetorical strategies and whether the coursework
is adequate preparation for deep-level participation. In other words, it may reveal how experts in
the field—in particular, academic journal editors and conference committees—respond to the
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content compared to the professors who must grade the content according to institutional goals.
From a writing center perspective, this type of study could provide valuable data on how writing
centers may further assist emerging expertise beyond the passing level.

Conclusion

Like many of the graduate students represented in this study, I brought my writing to the
writing center, but I was not seeking help with grammar or punctuation. I needed a second pair
of eyes to see what I could not see after hours of research and writing, days of countless
revisions. I needed someone to be my sounding board when I had too many ideas or too few. My
dissertation committee members offered me valuable advice, but their time and availability were
limited. The writing center was open and available every single week. Scheduling regular
appointments with a tutor kept me motivated when I was prone to procrastinate or worry about
the shrinking academic job market. If accountability was all I gained from the dozens of
appointments I scheduled each semester, then it was worth it.
Labeling students as underprepared for writing at the graduate level keeps the focus on
the beginning of the program rather than its ongoing role or its conclusion. It is important for
students to understand and engage with their discourse as early as possible, but passing and
procedural levels of participation do not guarantee degree completion or success in the field.
Encouraging students to publish and participate in conferences gives them avenues for deep
participation, but it may not combat the psychological issues that haunt students as they head into
their theses and dissertations. These students need human contact, a guiding hand, and an
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enthusiastic ear to calm the chaos in their minds. They need “a nonevaluative but intelligent and
engaged audience of one” (Leverenz, 2001, p. 58) who is available when they are, who is
familiar with the rigors of graduate student research and writing, and who will give them the
opportunity to practice teaching what they know. They need consistent support that will follow
them through all steps of participation from the beginning to the end of their programs. In short,
they need a writing center.
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APPENDIX A
SURVEY TOOL
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Q1 What type of graduate degree are you currently seeking?
 Doctoral
 Masters
 Certificate

Q2 What graduate school are you currently enrolled in?
 Business
 Education
 Engineering and Engineering Technology
 Health and Human Sciences
 Law
 Liberal Arts and Sciences
 Visual and Performing Arts

Q3 How many semesters have you been in your program?
 1
 2
 3
 4
 5
 6
 7+

Q4 In a typical semester, how many times do you come to the University Writing Center (UWC)?
 1
 2
 3
 4
 5
 6
 7+
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Q5 Is English your first language
 Yes
 No
Q6 Please rate the following statements on writing preparation on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree):
12453Strongly Somewhat
Somewhat
Strongly
Neutral
Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree
My non-academic experiences have prepared
me for the type of writing I do in my graduate
classes.











Before enrolling in graduate school, I was
aware of the type of writing I would have to
do.











Upon entering graduate school, I was prepared
for the type of writing I had to complete in my
courses.











The writing I do in my graduate courses is
similar to the writing I did as an undergraduate.











I feel confident in my ability to write within
my discipline.











As a result of my graduate courses, I feel more
prepared to write in my field.
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Q7 Please rate the following statements on your program's expectations for graduate writing on a scale of 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree):
12453Strongly
Somewhat
Somewhat Strongly
Neutral
Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree
The type of writing I have to perform at the
graduate level is clearly communicated in my
department's handbook.











The type of writing I have to perform is clearly
communicated in course descriptions.











Writing expectations and standards are consistent
from course to course.











Most of my professors clearly communicate their
expectations for writing in their classes in their
syllabi.











Most of my professors clearly communicate their
expectations for writing in their assignments.











Most of my professors offer clear feedback that
helps me improve my writing at the graduate
level.











Most of my professors offer examples of the type
of writing they expect me to perform at the
graduate level.











Most of my professors are preparing me for the
type of writing I expect to perform after I
graduate.
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Q8 Please rate the following statements about the University Writing Center (UWC) on scale of 1 (Strongly
Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree):
12453Strongly Somewhat
Somewhat Strongly
Neutral
Disagree
Disagree
Agree
Agree
UWC tutors are knowledgeable about the type of
writing I must perform in my field.











UWC tutors understand the writing expectations
of my program.











UWC tutors understand the type of writing my
professors expect.











The UWC offers enough writing support to help
me succeed in my program.











My writing session(s) at the UWC have helped me
improve as a writer.











My writing session(s) at the UWC have given me
more confidence as a writer in my field.











Q9 What types of writing support does your program currently offer graduate students? (check all that apply).
 Dissertation / Thesis workshop
 Feedback from professors
 Introductory writing class
 Mentoring
 Peer writing groups
 Writing handbooks
 Writing workshops
 Writing / Editing / Proofreading checklists

Q10 What types of writing support would you like your program to offer graduate students? (check all that apply).
 Dissertation / Thesis workshop
 Feedback from professors
 Introductory writing class
 Mentoring
 Peer writing groups
 Writing handbooks
 Writing workshops
 Writing / Editing / Proofreading checklists
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Q11 In addition to the above items, please list any other forms of writing support you would like to see:

Q12 In which of the following areas do you seek assistance from UWC tutors? (check all that apply).
 Avoiding plagiarism
 Clarity
 Documentation
 Finding sources
 Formatting
 Grammar / Punctuation
 Organization
 Narrowing / Expanding
 Prewriting
 Quote integration
 Reading comprehension
 Thesis construction
 Transitions
 Understanding the assignment

Q13 Why do you use the University Writing Center?

APPENDIX B
DOCUMENT ANALYSIS CLASSIFICATIONS AND DEFINITIONS

Code
AB
AM

Name
annotated bibliography
application materials

AR
CS

article/book review
case study

CV
D
E

curriculum vitae
dissertation
essay

ET
JA

essay test
journal article

LRP

research paper

P
LabR

proposal / plan
lab report

S/A
ST
T

summary / abstract
short task
thesis

UW

unstructured writing

Description
lists of references with accompanying description of the information that these sources offer
Any writing used to apply for graduate programs and/or jobs, including goal statement, statement of purpose,
teaching philosophy, etc. These documents are not written for classes and unlike E and LRP, do not necessarily
contain arguments or sources.
A summary and reaction to/opinion of an article or book (includes film reviews).
A piece of writing describing and analyzing a particular case, person, group, object, or situation. Examples include
action research reports, investigations of special business scenarios, web site analysis, musical composition analysis,
or evaluation of nursing technique.
A list of skills, publications, awards, classes taught assembled for an academic job search
Similar to LRP and T, but much longer (typically, > 100 pages) and written for completion of doctoral program.
A composition that calls for exposition of a thesis and is composed of several paragraphs including an introduction, a
body, and a conclusion. It is different from a library research paper in that the synthesis of bibliographic sources is
not required. Also, essays tend to be fewer than 5 pages and include 5 or fewer general sources (e.g., web sites,
newspapers, magazines, blogs).
An in-class, timed essay in which the writer must synthesize information learned in the course.
A formal article reporting original research that could be submitted to an academic journal (format determined by
journal).
A paper that incorporates and synthesizes information from multiple bibliographic sources. These papers tend to
resemble essays, except that they are much longer (>5 to 20+ pages) and focus on more scholarly sources (e.g., peer
reviewed articles, recent scholarship or theory).
A piece of writing that explains how a future problem or project will be approached.
A description of an experiment, usually following a prescribed format dictated by the professor. Lab reports and
reports describing group projects are typical examples.
This task is similar to a review but calls only for condensing information. No critique is required.
This is an assignment less than half a page. Examples include answers to homework questions and problem sets.
Similar to LRP and D, but falls somewhere between the two in page length (>20, but <100 pages) and is written for
the completion of a master’s program.
The type of writing done in journals, electronic discussion boards, blogs, etc. that does not require the formal
structure of other tasks listed here. Paragraphing is not necessarily required nor is clear support for one’s ideas.

176

